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INTRODUCTION
An Oregon vineyard. Credit: Jennifer Larsen Morrow
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“To the extent that we stop relying on our own land
to grow our fruits and vegetables — and we allow it to
be developed — we will lose it forever.
You never ever, ever get a piece of land
back once it has been developed.”1
-Jennifer Euwer,
Orchardist in Parkdale, Oregon
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CONSERVING AGRICULTURE
WHY NOW?
Agriculture plays an important role in
Oregon’s culture and economy. From
the fertile Willamette Valley — which
produces more than 170 different
crops — to Southeastern Oregon’s vast
grazing lands, Oregon produces over
220 different agricultural commodities.2

Almost two-thirds (10.5 million
acres) of agricultural land will
change hands in the next 20
years.
- Oregon Agricultural Trust 20212023 Strategic Plan

Currently over 37,200 farms and ranches
exist in Oregon spread across 16 million
acres.3 However, the future of agriculture
is uncertain. The current generation of
producers is aging which means that
almost two-thirds (10.5 million acres)
of agricultural land will change hands
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in the next 20 years.4 Meanwhile, rising
land costs and other barriers are making
it difficult for beginning farmers and
ranchers to access agricultural land.
Additionally, growing development
pressures impact the economic viability
for continued agricultural production,
with about 7,000 acres converted
from agricultural use annually due to
urban expansion, rezoning, or nonfarm
uses on agricultural lands.5 Currently
about 60 uses are allowed on Exclusive
Farm Use (EFU) land, many of which
are not related to farming.6 Finally,
the global crisis of climate change
threatens the agricultural landscape of
Oregon with long term impacts to rural
communities, the economy, and the
natural environment.

Reasons to Conserve Farmland
in Oregon as synthesized from
our research, include:
Preserving agricultural land can
stabilize and anchor the local
agricultural network. Maintaining
a critical mass of working agricultural
land can prevent fragmentation and
ensure that the local network remains
viable for present and future agricultural
uses.7
Agriculture supports the broader
economy. When combined with the
industries it supports, agriculture
is a $22 billion industry in Oregon,
and provides jobs for one in eight
Oregonians.8 Buying local agricultural
products also supports community
members and keeps money in the local
economy. Additionally, agricultural uses
provide tax revenues while requiring
little government services.9

Agriculture
promotes
regional
resilience and security. Locally
produced food can reduce a region’s
reliance on other regions/ countries and
lower the potential impacts of external
turmoil on food supply.
Agriculture
can
preserve
community character and culture.
Agricultural land maintains scenic,
cultural, and historic landscapes and is
deeply rooted in Oregon’s heritage.
Agriculture can positively impact
the environment. Agricultural land
protects critical habitat and permeable
landscapes for local wildlife populations,
and well managed lands can benefit
the environment through wetland and
watershed preservation and improving
air quality. Maintaining agricultural
land also prevents its conversion to high
polluting uses.10
Cattle graze on ranchland in Eastern Oregon. Credit: Oregon Agricultural Trust
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ABOUT OREGON AGRICULTURAL
TRUST (OAT)
Oregon Agricultural Trust (OAT) is a
land trust that was launched in 2020 to
address the growing need to preserve
agricultural lands in Oregon. Its stated
mission is to partner with farmers and
ranchers to protect agricultural lands
for the benefit of Oregon’s economy,

communities, and landscapes. OAT is
committed to permanently protecting
agricultural land and helping it stay in
production, primarily using working
land easements. In addition to direct
agricultural land preservation, OAT
advocates for strong state and federal

conservation programs, offers technical
assistance, and provides education about
why and how to preserve farmland and
plan for succession. OAT serves farmers,
ranchers, attorneys, and the public.

1. Articulate a clear state-wide and regionally specific vision for
OAT’s land protection program in both the near and long term.
2. Define sophisticated, regionally specific, project selection criteria
and evaluation process.

Figure 1

OAT’S FIVE
STRATEGIC
CONSERVATION
PLAN GOALS
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3. Result in a product that can be used when meeting with
landowners to explain why OAT is interested in partnering with
them.
4. Result in a product that can be shared with donors and
foundations and can be the basis for compelling funding requests.
5. Identify interests and needs of communities in each of the four
focus regions and opportunities for OAT to partner on land
protection and related projects.

REPORT PURPOSE
OAT recently completed a Strategic Plan
(2021-2023) to address the challenges
that Oregon agriculture faces today.
Goal 1 from the Strategic Plan is: Land
Protection: A permanent agricultural land
base supports the future of farming and
ranching in Oregon. OAT has identified
four geographical focus regions for farm
and ranchland protection – Mid/South
Willamette Valley, Mid-Columbia
Region, North Coast and Southeastern
Oregon. With land protection as a
goal, OAT is refining how and why it
will undertake land protection in its
four focus regions. Work is underway
to develop a strategic conservation
plan that will guide OAT’s farm and
ranchland protection work. The five
overarching goals for this strategic
conservation plan are:
1. Articulate a clear state-wide and
regionally-specific vision for OAT’s
land protection program in both the

near and long term.
2. Define sophisticated, regionally
specific, project selection criteria
and evaluation process.
3. Result in a product that can be used
when meeting with landowners to
explain why OAT is interested in
partnering with them.
4. Result in a product that can be
shared with donors and foundations,
and can be the basis for compelling
funding requests.
5. Identify interests and needs of
communities in each of the four
focus regions and opportunities for
OAT to partner on land protection
and related projects.
Always Growing Consulting was
engaged to identify the agricultural
interests, needs and opportunities in
the Mid-Columbia Region (defined

as Wasco, Sherman, and Hood River
Counties) which will then inform OAT’s
conservation plan.
Contextualized with a history of
agriculture in the region including land
access and ownership distribution, this
report starts by examining the existing
conditions in the Mid-Columbia
Region, utilizing an equity lens. It
then details the existing agricultural
resources,
threats,
and
existing
protection measures in the region
compiled from quantitative research
and community engagement. This
inventory provides the necessary basis
for the final elements of the report which
include: (1) A description of gaps in the
current agriculture protection measures
with opportunities for OAT to address
those gaps and (2) recommendations for
OAT’s conservation planning process
and project selection values.
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METHODS
Areial view of a young cherry orchard in Wasco County. Photo Credit: Omeg Family Farms
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“The ag community can be difficult to
crack the nut and get information to.”
- Mike Omeg,
Fifth Generation Owner-Operator,
Omeg Family Orchards
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Methods

METHODS

AG’s analysis relied on information gathered
from various sources including local, state,
and national plans, reports, Census data, and
three forms of public engagement (survey, key
informant interviews, and a focus group).
Research Methods
Overview
AG used multiple approaches to
gather data for analysis. We researched
agriculture and conservation plans
as well as non-agricultural plans on
wildlife, climate change, water quality,
and economic development to ensure our
work was informed by, and coordinated
with, current plans in the region.
We also pulled from relevant reports
and data sources, including but not
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limited to, the American Community
Survey (ACS), Longitudinal EmployerHousehold Dynamics (LEHD), and
the Census of Agriculture, to further
our understanding of the existing
conditions, natural resources, threats,
and protection measures in the region.
Additionally, AG researched equity
challenges present in agriculture and
developed an equity framework to
ensure that addressing these challenges
remained central in our work. More
detailed information about the research
methods, subsequent data analysis

process, and the equity framework can
be found in Appendix A.

Community Engagement
Overview
Community engagement also played
an important role in our research. The
purpose of the community engagement
process was to identify the perspectives
of agricultural workers, farm producers
and ranch owner-operators1, and local
organizations and agencies related to

three key themes identified through
research.

Key Themes Identified Through
Research:
1. Threats to agricultural land
2. Agricultural land protection
3. Community resources
AG’s equity framework helped us
identify groups that have faced inequities
within agriculture and planning, such
as Latinx, new, and young agricultural
workers and farm producers, and
guided what communities we prioritized
when conducting outreach. To capture
the opinions and experiences of the
agricultural community, three different
engagement methods were employed:
a survey, farm producer and rancher
interviews, and a focus group. Input
collected enhanced our understanding of
current and future threats to agricultural
land, the perception and familiarity of
agricultural land protection measures,
and the resources most important to
farm producers and ranchers within the
Mid-Columbia Region.

Survey
We developed a survey to gather
information from agricultural workers,
farm producers and ranchers, and staff
of local agricultural organizations and
agencies. We drafted survey sections
and questions using the Farmer Survey
Questionnaire from the Aquidneck
Land Trust2 as a guide because
the survey was well structured and
gathered similar information to what we
hoped to gather. Agricultural workers,
farm producers and ranchers, and
agricultural organizations and agencies
were given different sections to complete
based upon how they answered an initial
question asking which group(s) they
were a part of. The survey was offered
in English and Spanish and stayed open
for four weeks between March and April
2021 for the Mid-Columbia Region.
More detail about outreach, survey
development, and the full list of survey
questions can be found in Appendix A.
Overall, 28 survey responses were
collected. Our survey used selfidentification for race/ethnicity, gender,
and age. Twenty-six respondents

Figure 2
Age of Survey
Respondents in Comparison to MidColumbia Farm Producer Population
(In Years)
Over 65

-26%

55 to 64

-28%

45 to 54

25%
18%

-17%

35 to 44

32%

-11%

18%

25 to 34

-8% 7%

Under 25

-1%
0%

40%

20%

0%

20%

40%

Mid-ColumbiaRegion
RegionFarmer
Farm Producer
Mid-Columbia
Average Age
Average Age

Survey Respondents
Respondents
Survey

identified as white and two as Asian.
Fifteen respondents identified as male
and thirteen identified as female. The
age ranges of respondents varied, with
the majority between 45-54 and over
65 years of age (Table 1). Sixty percent
of respondents had been farming over
20 years (Table 2). While we reached
out to organizations that work closely
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Key Informant Interviews
Interviews prioritized farm producers
and ranchers because this group
plays a critical role in agricultural
land conservation and has firsthand
experience with natural resource
threats. We created a semi-structured
interview format, with questions divided
into three sections based on research
findings: threats, agricultural land
protection, and community resources.
We set a time limit of 15 to 30 minutes for
the interviews due to the busy schedules
of farm producers and ranchers
during the time of year the interviews
were conducted and ensured that the
most important questions were asked
each session by using a prioritization
hierarchy (the full list of interview
questions with the prioritization
hierarchy can be found in Appendix
A). We conducted interviews with eight
farm producers and ranchers via Zoom

16

Figure
3
The Majorty of Survey Respondents Have Over 20 Years’
80%
Experience in Farming

Percent of Survey Respondents

with groups experiencing inequities,
survey respondents were mostly white,
established farm producers. We did not
receive responses from any agricultural
workers.

60%

40%

20%

0%
Less than 5 years

6 - 10 years

11 - 20 years

Over 20 years

Years of Experience in Farming

Source: AG Survey

or telephone. The group was evenly
split with four producers identifying
as female and four identifying as male.
Only one of our interviewees identified
as Spanish-speaking Hispanic/Latinx;
the other seven identified as white.
Most interviewees owned their land
while two indicated they leased their

land. Two farm producers did not come
from a farming family, including one
who leased land. While we did not ask
participants for their exact age, three
indicated that they were on the younger
end of the farm-age spectrum.

Focus Group

Limitations

We held a focus group for representatives
of agricultural community organizations
and government agencies to understand
their involvement within the agricultural
community and gauge what trends in
threats and agricultural land protection
they see occurring. These organizations
and agencies hold important roles
as connectors to information and
assistance. We developed our questions
using the same format as the interviews,
with three sections relating to threats,
agricultural land protection, and
community resources. We held the focus
group via Zoom with four participants
and utilized the chat function to center
themes and guide the discussion.
Three participants identified as female
and one as male. Two focus group
participants represented Hood River
County and Wasco County government
agencies, one participant represented
a local agency working in Wasco and
Sherman Counties, and one participant
represented a local community food
justice organization.

AG recognizes the limitations we
encountered throughout the engagement
process, the most influential being equity
of participation. Most participants for
the survey, interviews, and the focus
group identified as white, Non-Hispanic/
Latinx, which affects the perspectives of
information collected and themes found
during analysis. While participants can
be aware of privilege and positionality,
they are still only able to speak about
their own experiences and perspectives.
Historic
and
current
structural
inequities, such as inequities related
to land access, income, and housing,
affect the experiences and perspectives
individuals have. Connecting with
a diverse group would have allowed
for different and new questions to be
posed, insights provided, and solutions
suggested. In addition, individuals
facing inequitable outcomes may
have specific insights into improving
access and outcomes. Another major
limitation was conducting outreach and
engagement sessions technologically
due to restrictions and constraints
related to COVID-19. This affected how

AG and OAT built relationships during
outreach, who was able to participate,
and how they could participate.
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Summary of
Engagement Findings
We conducted our primary analysis
on the data collected through openanswer survey responses, interview
conversations, and the focus group
discussion. Several team members
reviewed and coded the data, then
created themes and sub-themes that
fit into our three research categories
(agricultural land protection, resources,
and threats). These themes and subthemes have important implications
for agricultural land protection, vitality
of farm operations, or were frequently
mentioned throughout engagement.
The most prominent themes found
during this process were:

•

Existing Protection Measures
•

•

•
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Climate, soil, and water are
critical natural resources that the
agricultural community of the
Mid-Columbia Region relies on to
generate income.
Existing community connections,
financial resources, and generational
knowledge are important aspects of

Land use laws and regulations are
the most well-known land protection
tools but there’s mixed feelings about
their effectiveness
Familiarity with and sentiments
toward conservation easements vary,
partially due to the tight knit nature
of the agricultural community

Threats
•

Resources
•

success in beginning and continuing
farming.
Farm producers are impacted by
changing economies of scale and
access to markets.

•
•
•

Development
pressures
from
increasing population, the need
for housing, and popularity of
agritourism threatens farms and
farm operations in various ways
Increased costs of operations and
labor combined with stagnant wages
threatens agricultural viability
Aging farmers and generational
changes makes the future of
agriculture uncertain
Many different aspects of farming

•
•
•

contribute to difficulty in accessing
land
Farm producers who lease land
experience unique challenges not
faced by landowners
Government regulations affect many
different aspects of farm operations
including labor and product prices
Lack of adequate water, accessing
water rights, and climate change are
large concerns for farm operators

Specific findings from engagement,
such as quantitative findings from the
survey and direct quotes from survey
responses, interviews, and the focus
group are distributed throughout
the Resources, Existing Protection
Measures, and Threats sections of this
document. Survey data is included in
Appendix B.

SECTION ENDNOTES
1

The ranchers that we engaged with and refer to in this report are ranch owners and operators due to the nature of ranching. Any reference to ranchers going forward
implies that they are owner-operators unless otherwise stated.

2

Aquidneck Land Trust. (2017). Aquidneck Island Farmland Conservation Plan. Retrieved from: https://ailt.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Full-Farm-Plan-June-202017-opt.pdf.
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HISTORY, DEMOGRAPHICS, AND ECONOMICS
A long freight train passes below a hillside in Sherman County, which forms about four-fifths of
the border between Oregon and Washington. Credit: Highsmith, C. M. Library of Congress
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“There’s definitely an aging population of
farmers. And I don’t necessarily know if the
next generation of farmers feel compelled to
grow food... are willing to work multiple jobs to
be able to do it, or are willing to take risks.”
- Trina McAlexander, Farm Owner
in Hood River County
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Existing Conditions
History

HISTORY, DEMOGRAPHICS, AND
ECONOMICS
As a natural travel corridor, trading hub, and an area
rich in natural resources, the Mid-Columbia Gorge
has been inhabited by and shaped by humans for
over 10,000 years.
Key Takeaways
•
•
•
•
•
•
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The Mid-Columbia Region is an area of tremendous ecological diversity. Its land
and climate have made it an attractive location for modern agriculture for centuries
and Indigenous cultivation for thousands of years.
Inequitable access to land and farm ownership is a significant challenge in the
Mid-Columbia Region and Oregon overall.
Farm producers are disproportionately white, male, and older in age. The farming
community faces a potential demographic crisis in the coming years, as a large
proportion of producers reach retirement age.
The cost of land and farming inputs is rising at a higher rate than the value of the
agricultural products produced in the region
The total number of farms and amount of farm acreage has incrementally increased
in the Mid-Columbia Region over the last couple of decades.
The implications of history, demographics, and economics will be discussed later
in the report.

Figure 4
The Mid-Coumbia
Region is in North Central Oregon,
and includes Hood River, Wasco, and
Sherman counties, shown in tan in the
map above.

Mid-Columbia
Region Focus Area
The geographic focus of our study is the
Mid-Columbia Region, which includes
land within Hood River, Wasco, and
Sherman Counties (Figure 4). Located
east of Portland and straddling the
Oregon-Washington state line, the MidColumbia Region encompasses the
Columbia River Gorge which is defined
by the 85-mile-long river canyon that
runs up to 4,000 feet deep, shaped by
lava flows tens of millions of years ago.
Then some 12,000 to 18,000 years ago,
the Missoula Floods deposited rich soils
throughout the Columbia River Basin.1
As a natural travel corridor, center
of trade, and an area rich in natural
resources, the Columbia River Gorge
and Mid-Columbia Region have been
inhabited by humans for over 10,000
years.2,3 The Mid-Columbia Region
is home to a number of Chinookan
and Sahapahtin peoples,4 many of
whom still reside at the reservation of
the Confederated Tribes of the Warm
Springs and off-reservation as well.

People

Early Inhabitants

From Native Americans who fish along
the Columbia River, to 1900s-era
Japanese strawberry farmers, to Latinx
braceros, the Mid-Columbia Region’s
history is a story of diversity and
oppression.

The Mid-Columbia Region sits on the
ancestral lands of the Upper Chinookan
and Sahaptin peoples of the MidColumbia River, including the Tygh,
Wyam, Tenino, and Dock-Spus bands
of the Walla Walla, and the Dog River,
Dalles, and Ki-Gal-Twal-La bands
of the Wasco. Contrary to the belief
that the U.S. was once an untouched
wilderness, Indigenous peoples not only
inhabited, but actively managed lands
in the Pacific Northwest. Management
practices included fire use and “forest
gardens”, both of which have been found
to support biodiversity, increase food
production, and improve resiliency.5,6
With the arrival of Europeans to Oregon
in the early 1800s, the Native American
population plummeted; an estimated 80
percent of Native Americans were killed
in a single summer due to exposure
to European diseases. The surviving
Native Americans were corralled to
reservations through a series of federal
treaties and policies.

Hundreds of years of exploitation
by, and preferential treatment of,
white Americans led to many of the
disparities in land ownership, income,
education, wealth, and health outcomes
present today. Furthermore, this history
contributes to a relatively low BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, and People of Color)
population in the region, agriculture
and rangeland ownership, land access,
and engagement on agricultural and
conservation issues. Not only is the lack
of diversity in the region and farming
community unjust, the lack of diversity
ultimately hurts the community and
industry, potentially resulting in a lack
of diversity in thought, innovation, and
solutions.
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Figure 5
Present-day tribal
reservations compared to cessions of
tribal lands to the U.S. Government.
In 1855, 10 million acres of tribal
lands were ceded to the U.S. in the
Treaty with the Tribes of Middle
Oregon and the Warm Springs
Reservation was established. (Colors
edited from original.) This map
highlights just how dramatically and
systematically the U.S. confined
Native Americans to geographically
small and disperse reservations.
The geographical reduction of lands
also represents dramatic changes in
Native Americans’ way of life.

24

This map was constructed in
2017 by USFS Region 6, DRM,
Geospatial
Services
using
USGS, ESRI and Forest Service
corporate data, with the tribal
lands layer from the Bureau
of Indian Affairs Indian Lands
Dataset, which includes historical
tribal names from the schedule
of Indian land cessions in the
Library of Congress.

From Native Americans
who fish along the
Columbia River, to
1900s-era Japanese
strawberry farmers,
to Latinx braceros, the
Mid-Columbia Gorge’s
history is a story of
diversity and oppression.

From Left to Right:
Women packing cherries in Hood River, believed to be taken sometime between 1900 to 1910. Credit: Oregon Historical Society.
Chinese gardener selling fresh vegetables to Portland residents. Credit: Oregon Historical Society.
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In 1855, the Upper Chinookan and
Sahaptin tribes ceded 10 million acres
of land to the U.S. in the Treaty with
the Tribes of Middle Oregon, and
today the groups are known together as
the Confederated Tribes of the Warm
Spring reservation (Figure 5).7,8 The
treaty changed the way of life of Native
Americans dramatically in the area. In
the treaty, the U.S. condensed tribal
lands to the Warm Springs Reservation
in southeast Wasco County. Through
similar treaties, the U.S. confined
neighboring tribes of southeastern
Washington to reservations as well,
impacting the culturally significant
fishing
and
trading
traditions
surrounding the Columbia River.9
However, in the Middle Tribes of Oregon
treaty, tribes were able to secure access
and exclusive use to half a million acres
along the Deschutes, Warm Springs,
and Metolius rivers. The 1855 treaty also
preserved the tribes’ rights to fishing,
hunting, and gathering on specific sites
outside the reservation.10 Through the
exercise of these rights, tribal members
have been able to sustain their culture
and livelihood.
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Figure 6

OREGON’S HISTORY OF RACIST
LAND POLICIES
Like many states in the U.S., Oregon’s
founders created racist plans and policies to
justify usurping land from non-whites. This
history still impacts who can access land
ownership today. (The following is not an
exhaustive list of such plans or policies.)
1813

The first Europeans arrive in Oregon, spreading disease, killing
an estimated 80% of the Native American population in a single
summer.

1855

The Treaty with the Tribes of Middle Oregon cedes 10 million
acres of land from Upper Chinookan and Sahaptin peoples of
the mid-Columbia River.

1859

Oregon becomes a state, prohibits free Black people from
living in and purchasing land in Oregon.

1862

The U.S. government converts Indian Territory into
individual plots of land in passing of the Homestead Act. In
addition, the U.S. government gives a total of 270 million
acres of land for free to predominantly white settlers. This
was 10% of the total land mass of the U.S. at the time.

1887

The Dawes Act - The U.S. government divided existing
tribal lands held in common by reservations into individual
allotments to Native family heads of households. At the same
time, the U.S. sells off a total of 90 million acres of Native
land to U.S. citizens.

1892

Chinese Exlusion Acts forcibly remove thosands of AsianAmericans from their lands and into internment camps.

1957

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers closes the gates of the
Dalles Dam, flooding Celilo Falls. In doing so, the U.S.
destroys the largest Native fishing grounds in the Columbia
River Basin and the Native villages that surrounded the falls.

Industry, farming, and the possibility
of land ownership attracted migrants
to Oregon in the 1800s and 1900s.
These migrants were predominantly
white settlers from the East Coast,
as well as immigrants, including
Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans, Latinos,
and Filipinos. At the turn of the 20th
century, Oregon was incredibly diverse;
just shy of 17 percent of Oregon’s
population had been born outside
the United States, three percentage
points above the national average of 14
percent. Migrants worked in the MidColumbia Region on railroads, clearing
lands and removing trees.11 These lowwage laborers laid the foundation for
the agricultural landscape and market
access the region enjoys today.
The Hood River Valley was home to
600 Japanese immigrants, many of
whom were able to save enough money
to become farm owners. In fact, 75
percent of the Hood River strawberry
harvest was produced by Japanese
Americans by 1920.12 White residents
of Hood River County pursued formal
and informal agreements in attempts
to prevent Japanese Americans from
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purchasing additional land.13 During
WWII, Japanese Americans were
forced into internment camps, and
many had to sell their land in a hurry
and at a price lower than the actual
land value. Those who did not sell were
disenfranchised yet again. The Oregon
Legislature passed the second Alien
Land Law, which prohibited Japanese
from living or working on farmlands.
This law remained on the books for
four years until it was repealed by the
Oregon Supreme Court in 1949. Due
in part to the law and in part to hostile
white residents, much of the Japanese
population from Hood River relocated
to Portland. Land ownership within
Hood River also shifted, as more white
residents purchased land.14
While large numbers of agricultural
workers entered into wartime or industry
activities, the U.S. faced a shortage
of agricultural workers. The U.S. and
Mexico entered an executive agreement,
bringing millions of Mexicans to the
U.S. through the Braceros Program
(contract guest workers). Some likened
the program to legalized slavery, with
low-wages, long work hours, and union
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suppression. In Oregon, the Bracero
Program existed from 1942-1947 and
approximately 15,136 braceros were
contracted as agricultural workers
during these five years. After the
formal end of the Braceros Program,
Oregon continued to utilize seasonal
contract agricultural workers. The
Braceros Program may be one reason
for the prominent Mexican and Latino
populations in Oregon today.15
Many of the policies and practices over
the past 200 years have exploited the
labor of Black, Indigenous, and People
of Color (BIPOC), contributing to a
long history of institutional racism,
including racism rooted in land
ownership and land policies (Figure
6).16,17,18,19,20 Besides being paid low
wages and working long hours, explicitly
racist policies like the Alien Land Laws
prevented Asian immigrants from
obtaining citizenship and owning land
for decades.21 Racist policies like The
Dawes Act resulted in the selling of
Tribal lands to predominantly white
settlers.

Present-day MidColumbia Region
population
The total population of the three
counties is 50,981 people. Wasco
County is the most populous of the
three (26,130),22 followed by Hood
River County (23,209),23 while Sherman
County is the least populated (1,642).24
White non-Hispanics make up the
largest percentage of the population in
all three counties, followed by Hispanics
or Latinos. There are low percentages
of Black Americans, Asian Americans,
Native Americans, and people who
identify as multiracial (Figure 7).

Workers and Employment
Although land across the region is
primarily reserved for agriculture
(Sherman and Wasco counties) and
forest (Hood River County) — along
with the Warm Springs Reservation,
in southwest Wasco County — the
economic profile in each county is more
diverse. Health care and social assistance
industries employ the most workers
throughout the region, followed by retail,

accommodation and food services, and
manufacturing. Agriculture and forestry
is next, employing more than 11 percent
of all regional workers — including 14
percent in Hood River County, where it
is the second-leading employer.25
Hispanic and Latino workers make up the
largest share of the non-white working
population in each county (Figure
9), closely following the demographic
dynamics in the population at large.
The region has very few non-white,
non-Hispanic/Latino workers: less than
3 percent of workers in each county
are Asian, and less than 2 percent are
Black or Indigenous. In Wasco County
however, 3.2 percent of workers are
Indigenous although the population
may be larger due to undercounting.26 27
Hood River and Wasco Counties have
a much larger base of hired agricultural
workers than Sherman County, on a per
farm basis. More than 70 percent of farm
operations in Hood River County and
more than 40 percent in Wasco County
have five or more hired agricultural
workers, while the same is true for
only four percent of farms in Sherman
County. At an average of 13 and 14

Figure 7
White non-Hispanics comprise the largest percentage of the
population in the Mid-Columbia Region, followed by Hispanics or Latinos (20152019)
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hired workers per farm in Hood River
and Wasco Counties, respectively, they
are well above the statewide average of
2.3, and even further ahead of Sherman
County, which averages just 1 hired
worker per farm operation.
Given these variations in demand for
labor — along with differences in typical
crops in each county (see Agricultural
Resources Section for details) — it is
not surprising that farms in Hood River
and Wasco Counties are more likely to
hire migrant agricultural workers as
well. More than 30 percent of all farms
in both counties rely on these workers
— and in Wasco County specifically,
migrant workers — defined as
agricultural workers whose employment
requires travel that prevents them from
returning to their permanent place of
residence on the same day28 — comprise
more than 60 percent of all hired farm
labor.
Meanwhile, seasonal labor — defined as
agricultural workers hired for less than
150 days a year29 — is a large majority of
the farm workforce in all three counties.
Seasonal workers comprise the highest
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Figure 8
Agriulture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting makes up the fifth largest
employment industry in the Mid-Columbia Gorge Region (2018)
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Figure 9 and 10 Source: Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics, 2018

The workforce commuting patterns
vary significantly across each county as
well. Of the three counties, Wasco and
Sherman have the largest proportion of
residents who commute to an outside
county for work. Meanwhile, Hood
River has the largest share of residents
who also work in their home county.
Available and affordable housing may
be a factor in individuals’ decisions to
live in a different county than where
they work. Second homes and short
term rentals like VRBO and AirBnB are
a growing trend in the region and make
up nearly eight percent of all homes
in Hood River County, seven percent
in Wasco County and three percent
in Sherman County, removing 1,560
units from the long-term rental market.
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60%
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Given these inflow/outflow commuting
dynamics — along with the rural land
characteristics and long distances
between population centers — many
residents also commute long distances to
work. At least 20 percent of workers in all
three counties commute more than 50
miles every day. Hood River and Wasco
have the largest share of workers with
relatively shorter commutes (less than 10
miles), while workers in Sherman tend
to have much longer commutes. Nearly
40 percent of all workers in Sherman
County travel more than 50 miles from
their home to their place of work, with
most of these workers commuting from
the west. Hood River is approximately
50 miles west of the northernmost
segment of Sherman County, though
high housing prices would not make
it an advantageous housing market for
low-wage agricultural workers. Hood
River County workers, meanwhile,
have a strong north trend, suggesting
a commute from Washington State.
Wasco County also shows a strong

Figure
11
Migrant workers are extremely important for farms in Hood River and
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Figure 12
Percent of Total Workers

Statewide, seasonal rentals account for
nearly four percent of total housing
stock.30

Regional Commute Patterns, Based on Location of Work
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Figure 14

North and Northwest trend. The
sparsely connected roadway network
may also be a factor in the commute
directionality trends.

Distance to Work by County
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Figure 13
Direction and Distance from Home to Work, for Workers in Goods
Producing Industries
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Taken together, these workforce
commuting patterns and the dynamics
that contribute to them, can lead to
several challenges for farm operations.
For example, farm producers may find
it increasingly difficult to find consistent
labor if agricultural workers tend to live
long distances from farm locations.
This can potentially contribute to
higher labor costs, along with some risk
of variable farm productivity. Patterns
of seasonal production (and seasonal
workers) may alleviate some of these
stressors in some cases.

Farm Producers
Across the state of Oregon, farm
producers (owner-operators, landlords,
tenants, and sharecroppers) are
disproportionately white compared to
the population at large. The share of
farm producers who are white is nearly
20 percent higher than the population
as a whole. This same statewide trend
is visible in Hood River, Sherman,
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and Wasco Counties, with white farm
producers overrepresented relative to
the population, and people of color are
underrepresented. The gap is largest in
Hood River and Wasco counties (white
farm producers overrepresented by 21
percentage points).
Farm producers also tend to be older
than workers across all industries.
The largest share of farm producers
in each county is above the age of 55,
with a majority of all farm producers
over the age of 55. Sherman County
has the highest average farm producer
age, at over 60 years old. Meanwhile,
the largest share of workers across all
industries is between 25 and 44 years
old, and youth comprise a large share of
the general population in each county
as well. Although this may suggest
some opportunities to bring younger
generations into farming – particularly
for farm producers with children or
younger family members – there are
several complicating factors. Many
young residents with family land choose
non-agricultural professions. For young
people with an interest in farming,
accessing land (and the necessary
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Figure 15

Age Distribution, Farm Producers vs All Workers (Oregon)
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financing) is often a significant and
growing obstacle throughout the region.
These challenging economic factors are
discussed later in this chapter.
Farm producers in the region not only
tend to be whiter and older than the

general and working population — they
are also more likely to be male. Although
this dynamic is true across the state of
Oregon as well, this region’s gender gap
is above the statewide average.
Most farm producers in the region are
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Figure 16
Region is Above the Statewide Average for Proportion of Male
Farm Producers
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Sherman County has the lowest Farm Ownership
Rates in the Region
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Oregon

full owners of their land and farming
operations. However, Sherman County
has the lowest share of full owners
(under 60 percent) and the highest share
of farm tenants (just over 10 percent).
Hood River and Wasco Counties are
more in line with the statewide tenure
averages (see the Economics section
for more detail on how ownership
structures relate to total farm acreage).
Farm producers throughout the region
have an extensive amount of experience
in the agriculture industry as well as
on their current farm operation. The
distribution of years that producers
have spent on their present farm is
similar in each county. Hood River has a
slightly larger proportion of newer farm
operations, but its overall trend still
matches Sherman and Wasco Counties
(along with the state as a whole). The
average number of years a producer
has spent on their current farm hovers
right around 20 years in each county.
This adds a second challenge to the
demographic crisis faced by the farming
community in the Mid-Columbia
Region. When these farm producers
retire, the farming community may
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also lose their decades of collective
knowledge and experience.
Altogether, these farm producer
dynamics suggest that the agricultural
community is nearing a demographic
crisis. A large number of farm producers
with extensive experience will soon
reach retirement, and the region has
yet to cultivate a younger generation of
farmers that are ready (or financially
able) to step into producer roles or
own land. This is a particularly acute
challenge for individual or family owned
farms, which comprise a majority of all
farming operations (discussed later in
this chapter).

Communities in poverty
Individuals or families are considered
low-income if their household income is
below 200 percent of the federal poverty
threshold.31 Twice the federal poverty
level is $25,760 for individuals and
$53,000 for a family of four in 2021.32
Even without taking into account
family size, a sizable proportion of our
focus area is considered low income
by this definition. Moreover, there is a
significant amount of income inequality
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Figure 18
Operation

Most Farm Producers Have a Long-Term Connection to their Farm
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Figure 19

Household Income Distribution

20%

Wasco

Under $25,000

18%

$25,000-$34,999
$35,000-$49,999
$50,000-$74,999

17%

23%

Sherman

$75,000-$99,999
$100,000 and above

Hood River

32%

12%

0%

Source: ACS 2019

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

% Growth in Total Farms

Figure 20

Wasco Counties are significantly under
Oregon’s statewide MHI ($62,818) —
however, inflation-adjusted MHI has
also increased in both counties over
the last 10 years, rising five percent in
Sherman County and more than seven
percent in Wasco County. Still, these
growth rates are below the statewide
increase of nearly nine percent since
2010 — a trend largely driven by rising
incomes in the largest metro areas,
along with growth in places like Hood
River.

Percent Change in Total Farms (from 1997 baseline)
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Source: Census of Agriculture (1997, 2002, 2007, 2012, 2017)

throughout the region — particularly in
Hood River County, where 44 percent
of the population makes more than
$75,000 per year, and 32 percent has an
annual income above $100,000.33
The

median

household

income

decreases as the distance from Portland
increases. Of the three counties, Hood
River County has the highest median
household income (MHI), at $65,679.34
Wasco County has an MHI of
$53,105,35 while Sherman County is the
lowest at $51,071.36 Both Sherman and

In all three counties, annual income
among agricultural workers is below the
median for all workers. In Hood River,
for example, agricultural workers make
31 percent less than the countywide
median. Similar trends exist in Sherman
and Wasco Counties as well, although
the gap is somewhat smaller — 12
percent less in Sherman, and 20 percent
less in Wasco.37
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Agriculture
Farm producers are making less money
than they did 25 years ago. Despite
an increase in the number of farms,
quantity of farmland, and growing land
values, trends show a decrease in the
market value of products and an increase
in farm-related expenses, leading to a
decrease in net income. These trends
reflect overlapping dynamics, including
development pressure and the rise of
hobby farms.
Between 1997 and 2017, farmland
appeared to fragment into smaller farms
in Hood River County, consolidate
into larger farms in Sherman County,
and expand in Wasco County. Hood
River experienced faster growth in the
number of farms (8 percent) than it did
growth in the total acres of agricultural
land (0 percent); whereas in Sherman
County farmland growth (23 percent)
outpaced growth in the number of farms
(13 percent). Wasco saw a large jump
in both the total number of farms (27
percent) and farm acres (22 percent).38
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Economic profile
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Although the total number of farms has
grown in each county over the past 20
years, much of this growth (particularly
in Sherman and Wasco Counties)
occurred before the 2007-2008 Great
Recession — since that period, the

number of farms has declined slightly
in Sherman and Wasco Counties, while
Hood County has experienced mild
growth.
Meanwhile, although total farmland
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acreage across Oregon has decreased
since the late 1990s, the three regional
counties have shown impressive
resilience against economic pressures
for land conversion to non-farm uses.
Hood River and Wasco Counties both
experienced some farmland loss after
2000, but have recovered in the last
several years (Hood River to its baseline
acreage from the late 1990s, and Wasco
well above that level).
Today, farm operations take up an
overwhelming majority of the total land
in both Sherman and Wasco Counties.

In Hood River County agricultural
land uses are a much lower percentage,
largely due to the county’s extensive
forest areas.
The distribution of farm sizes across
the region varies dramatically. Hood
River, with far less agricultural land
but a large number of farms, tends to
have much smaller farm sizes on a per
acre basis. On the other end of the
spectrum, Sherman County has some
of the largest farm sizes in the state, and
relatively few that are below 50 acres per
farm. Wasco County’s distribution is in

the middle. The difference in farm sizes
are related to the type of crop produced
by operations in each county (see the
Resources section for more detail).
These distribution patterns also
create some distortions in average
farm characteristics. For example, the
median farm size per acre is considerably
smaller than the average in each county,
suggesting that in the case of Sherman
and Wasco there are a small number of
extremely large farms mixed in with a
larger number that are smaller.
Despite an overall increase in the number
of farms and quantity of farmland
since the late 1990s, the agricultural
community in the Mid-Columbia
Region is experiencing a growing
level of economic strain. Farm-related
expenses are increasing and net income
is decreasing in both Hood River and
Wasco counties (adjusting for inflation).
Only Sherman County experienced
positive growth in net farm income in
the 20 years between 1997 and 2017.
However, because net income is the
basis for assessed property values in
Exclusive Farm Use zones39, rising
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farm incomes in Sherman County have
contributed to slightly higher property
tax expenses (as a proportion of total
expenses) than their neighbors in Hood
River and Wasco Counties.
Rising land values are also impacting
the broader region. The per acre value
of farmland in Sherman and Wasco
Counties increased faster than the
statewide average since 1997, and land
values in Hood River County — while
growing at a relatively slower rate —
are nearly 600 percent higher than
the statewide average, and more than
250 percent higher than the per acre
farmland values in both Sherman and
Wasco Counties. The agricultural
land, including buildings - asset value,
measured in dollars per acre has
increased by more than 100 percent for
each county from 1997 to 2017.40
While rising land values are contributing
to financial strain for many farm
operations, there are other sources of
increasing farm-related expenses as
well. Labor costs, for example, increased
as a share of total farm expenses since
1997 in both Hood River and Wasco
Counties. Hired and contract labor

The net effect is that overall market value
on a per farm basis has decreased in
two of the three regional counties since
1997. And although per farm market
value has increased in Hood River,
its dramatic increase in farm-related
expenses — far outpacing the rest of the
region — has led to a decrease in net
income, to the point where the average
farm in the county is barely above
water. This reflects several overlapping
dynamics — development pressure, the
rise of hobby farms, etc. — that will be
discussed in the Threats section of this
report.
Ownership structure varies widely
across the region, but a common trend
is family-owned farms comprising a
majority of total farms but a minority of

% of Total Expenses
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Labor Expenses in Hood River and Wasco are Well Above
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Farm Expenses are Increasing and Net Income is
Decreasing in Many Areas (1997-2017)
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is now nearly 50 percent of total farm
costs in Hood River, and more than 40
percent in Wasco. Meanwhile, labor
costs decreased slightly in Sherman
County over the same period, reflecting
some of the differences in crops and farm
practices between Sherman County
and its Mid-Columbia neighbors. (See
the People section for more detail about
agricultural workers and farm labor.)

60%

0%

-60%

-120%

41

History, Demographics, and Economics

Mid-Columbia Region seeing a Surge in Farmland Value
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total farm acreage. This gap is largest in
Hood River and Wasco Counties, where
family-owned farms are 65 percent and
82 percent of total operations, but only 23
percent and 33 percent of total acreage,
respectively. In Hood River County,
corporations and partnerships take up
a disproportionately high amount of
farmland relative to their number of
operations. However, this is not the case
in Wasco County, where the majority
of farmland is owned by institutions,
private companies for research, and
reservations, despite comprising just
four percent of the county’s total
farm operations. Sherman County is
somewhat more balanced, although
partnerships are the organizational
structure with slightly more acreage
than their proportion of operations.
In all three counties, limited liability
companies are relatively uncommon,
with fewer than 15 percent of regional
farm operations adopting this corporate
tax structure.41
These trends are impacting the ability
for many throughout the region to
access, purchase, or lease farmland.
In Sherman and Wasco Counties, for

example, average farm values (due to
rising land costs and growing farm sizes)
have been growing faster than median
household income since 1997, which can
make it harder to access the necessary
financing for farmland purchases. In
Hood River County, incomes have been
rising much faster than neighboring
counties, lowering the ratio of farm
value to income over the last 20 years.
However, many of these higher income
residents do not work in farm-related
occupations -- and a trend toward farm
fragmentation throughout the county,
along with decreasing farm sizes, may
limit opportunities for profitable farm
operations, even for those who can
afford to purchase land.

Importance for
Agricultural
Conservation
The Mid-Columbia region is an area of
tremendous ecological diversity, and its
land and climate have for centuries made
it an attractive location for agriculture
— first by Indigenous communities,
and later by migrants and white settlers.
Before and following the State of
Oregon’s founding in the mid-1800s,
the U.S. government systematically
removed Indigenous communities from
their land, resulting in tremendous
suffering and loss of life. These
programs — along with subsequent
state-enforced programs to encourage
and consolidate white land ownership
— also resulted in a dramatic shift in
practices of agricultural production,
land management, conservation, and
environmental stewardship. Despite
these racist policies, the Mid-Columbia
region maintained a reasonable level
of demographic diversity into the
early twentieth century. However, this
diversity — particularly among farm
producers — declined in the post-World
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War II period. Today, an overwhelming
majority of farm producers in the region
are white.
Inequitable access to land and farm
ownership is a significant challenge
across Oregon, and this dynamic is
just as true in Hood River, Sherman,
and Wasco Counties. However, farm
producers are not only disproportionately
white; they are also disproportionately
men, and disproportionately older in
age. Although the reasons may vary,
younger generations in the region are
often pursuing non-agriculture-based
occupations. The rising cost of land
ownership, along with increasing farmrelated expenses, may deter some young
residents from careers in agriculture and
serve as an obstacle for others. Given
the high average age of farm producers
and the relative dearth of younger
producers, the farming community
faces a potential demographic crisis in
the coming years as a large proportion
of producers reach retirement age.
The rising cost of farming for many
producers also creates long-term
challenges for the sustainability (and
viability) of farm operations. Certain
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farm-related expenses in the region
are above the statewide average — for
example, the cost of labor in Hood River
and Wasco Counties — and expenses
are rising faster than farm income
in two of the three regional counties
(Hood River and Wasco). Moreover,
many operations have a difficult time
recruiting and retaining labor — and
on the labor side, many agricultural
workers need to travel long distances
to the operation where they work, and
seasonality associated with farm needs,
along with rising housing costs in the
region, can create significant financial
stress for workers and their families.
Farm ownership rates are also lower
in Sherman and Wasco Counties than
the statewide average, which could
reflect a combination of lower median
incomes in these two counties, along
with the presence of larger agricultural
companies.
The total number of farms and amount
of farm acreage has increased over the
last couple of decades. However, this is
not necessarily a sign of a healthy and
sustainable agricultural community. In
some places in Hood River, for example,

farm fragmentation, extremely high per
acre land values, and the emergence of
“hobby” farms have made it harder for
some operations to remain profitable
and have served as an obstacle for
younger and interested farmers to
purchase or access land. In Sherman
and Wasco Counties, land access is a
growing challenge as well, making it
difficult for local farmers and familyowned operations – who comprise a
majority of all farms – to expand and
achieve greater economies of scale.
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RESOURCES
Close up photograph of a field of wheat. Credit: Abigaile Forrest

“Ongoing education through Soil and Water
Conservation Districts and Oregon State
University Extension makes a big difference.”
- Tim Dahle
Farm Owner of Dahle Cherry and
Pear Orchards, Wasco

Existing Conditions
Resources

AGRICULTURAL & NATURAL
RESOURCES
The Mid-Columbia
Region is rich in
agricultural and natural
resources. Resources
include Nationally
Significant agricultural
land, a favorable
growing climate, high
quality soils, natural
habitat and wildlife,
renewable engery and
access to markets, and
processing facilities.
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Key takeaways
•

The Mid-Columbia Region’s resources, especially its rich soils and ideal climate,
make it one of the best places on earth for production of pears, apples, and cherries.

•

The region is home to a substantial amount of Nationally Significant agricultural
land.

•

In 2017, Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman Counties combined produced agricultural
products worth more than 250 million dollars.

•

Farmland is expensive and large farms are rarely available creating a challenge for
beginning farm producers and those on small or medium farms looking to expand.

•

Diminishing water availability has caused challenges for farmers and wildlife. As of
spring 2021, Hood River is experiencing “moderate drought” while large portions
of Wasco and Sherman Counties are experiencing “severe” or “extreme drought”.

•

While soil erosion and degradation are concerns in the region, sustainable farming
practices are showing positive results.

•

Sherman County is currently home to 560 wind turbines and a 100-acre commercial
photovoltaic solar operation, all located on EFU zoned land. A 1,100-acre commercial
photovoltaic solar operation is currently planned for Wasco County.

Agricultural land/
land base

Figure 30

Areas of Nationally Significant Farmland and Farmland Loss

Current conditions
The Mid-Columbia Region represents
an ecological transition area, from the
high-elevation Cascade Mountains,
characterized by forests and significant
rainfall, to the mid-elevation Columbia
Plateau, comprised of cropland areas,
grasslands, and shrublands, to the
low-elevation Columbia River Gorge
and attached river valleys, comprised of
dense temperate rainforests, pine-oak
woodlands, and grassy savannas. Land
use practices reflect this transition, with
agriculture occupying an increasingly
large portion of zoned land as one moves
east, from Hood River County through
Sherman County.
All three counties have large areas of
Nationally Significant agricultural
land. In fact, most of the region’s
land currently used for agriculture is
classified as Nationally Significant,
according to the American Farmland
Trust (AFT), (Figure 30). To identify
Nationally Significant agricultural

Source: American Farmland Trust, National Land Cover Database 2001-2016, USGS
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land, AFT quantifies the productivity,
versatility, and resiliency of the land
(PVR index). Nationally Significant
agricultural land has the highest PVR
values with only 18 percent of land in
the continental U.S., and 20 percent in
Oregon, identified as such.1 The areas
of Nationally Significant agricultural
land extend south through Wasco and
Sherman Counties to just north of
the Warm Springs Reservation. AFT
classifies some agricultural areas within
this reservation — as well as some in the
far southeast region of Wasco County
— as Nationally Significant, but most
of this land exists from the southern
extent of Sherman County north to the
Columbia River, and west to the forest
lands of the Cascades. Nearly all of
Hood River County’s agricultural areas
are considered Nationally Significant as
well. Areas of farm loss are primarily
near towns and cities, and several farm
loss areas are in or near the Columbia
River Gorge (see the Economics section
for more detail).
Why is this resource important:
Climate change, population growth,
and a shrinking agricultural land base
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Figure 31

Crop Type as Percent of Total Agricultural Acreage by County

Crop Type by County

2017

Change
Since 2017

Fruit and Tree Nut

52%

-12%

Beef Cattle Ranching

15%

0%

Other Crop

12%

4%

Vegetable and Melon

6%

5%

Greenhouse, Nursey, and Floriculture

5%

1%

Oilseed and Grain

55%

-20%

Other Crops

25%

23%

Beef Cattle Ranching

15%

-2%

Sheep and Goat

3%

2%

Fruit and Tree Nut

2%

2%

Beef Cattle Ranching

25%

-3%

Other Crop

22%

15%

Fruit and Tree Nut

22%

-2%

Aquaculture and Other Animal
Production

14%

5%

Oilseed and Grain

11%

-14%

Hood River County

Sherman County

Wasco County

Source: Census of Agriculture (1997, 2017)

are all dynamic pressures elevating
the importance of conserving land
best suited for intensive agricultural
production. Long term food security
and environmental quality is heavily
dependent on Nationally Significant
agricultural land’s continued presence.
While AFT recommends protecting
all farmland, Nationally Significant
agricultural
land
is
considered
especially critical to protect. Not only
does Nationally Significant agricultural
land have the highest potential for
extensive production, it also has the
smallest environmental impact in doing
so. This land is also believed to be more
resilient to future unpredictable weather
patterns and has a high potential for
carbon sequestration.2
AFT has also emphasized the
importance of protecting Oregon’s
best farmland which has different
qualifications
than
Nationally
Significant agricultural land. Oregon’s
best farmland, as identified by AFT,
must have a PVR value above the state
median. Between 2001 and 2016,
Oregon’s best farmland was 95% more
likely to be converted for development

than other farmland.3 If this trend
continues, the agricultural viability
of the Mid-Columbia Region will be
heavily reduced.

Soil
Current conditions
The Mid-Columbia Region is known
for its rich soils and its ability to produce
some of the best fruit in the country.
Soils are evaluated on several variables
including: depth, permeability, fertility,
slope steepness, amount of rainfall, and
length of growing season.4 Soils are
separated into a series of classes with
class one being the best for agriculture.
Oregon statewide planning Goal 3
(Agricultural Lands) requires class one
through four soils be preserved and
maintained for farm use. While the MidColumbia Region has some of Oregon’s
best soils for agriculture, erosion caused
by stormwater and irrigation runoff,
wind, and streambank deterioration,
are all significant concerns. Nearly
70 percent of farmland in Sherman
County is affected by erosion.5 Soil
quality degradation, likely caused
by a low presence of organic matter,

is also a concern.6 Both erosion and
degradation have been addressed
through no-till and direct seed farming
methods. In Wasco County, over 90
percent of dryland cropland uses notill or direct seed methods.7 However,
only 13 percent of land used for wheat
production in Sherman County uses
no-till or direct seed.8 Both counties
have reported improved soil quality
since implementing initiatives to combat
these threats.

“We have The Dalles
Irrigation District...and
that irrigates roughly
5,000 and some acres.
Our income potential
from our land really
counts upon that
irrigation project.”
- Mike Omeg, Farm
Producer of Orchard
View Farms, Hood River
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Why is this resource important
Soil is one of the most important
resources for farmers. Quality soil
improves crop productivity, water and
air quality, biodiversity, and carbon
sequestration.9 Without a healthy soil
base, farmers in the Mid-Columbia
Region would not be able to provide the
high-quality products they are known
for.

Predominant crops
Current conditions
Predominant crops in the area shift from
fruit production in Hood River County
to wheat production as one moves east
to a more arid climate. Wasco and
Sherman Counties are among Oregon’s
prime locations for wheat production,
producing substantial harvests each
year. Wasco is also the region’s top
cherry producer with more than 10,000
acres dedicated to the crop. Fruits such
as pears, apples, and cherries dominate
Hood River County with more than
15,000 acres dedicated to these three
crops. As of 2017, the Mid-Columbia
Region was home to more than 25,000
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acres of fruit and tree nuts and more
than 211,000 acres of oilseed and
grain.10 While fruit and tree nuts and
oilseed and grain are the region’s most
common crops, both categories saw a
decline in total acreage between 1997
and 2017 (Figure 31).

Why is this resource important
The Mid-Columbia Region’s economy
is dependent on the production of
these crops. Diminishing quality or
production of crops could lead to
significant economic loss for the region.
In 2017, Hood River, Wasco, and
Sherman Counties together produced
more than $250 million dollars’ worth
of agricultural products.11 The crops
produced in the region have gained
national recognition for their high
quality and have become an integral
part of the region’s culture.

Water resources
Current conditions
Both water quality and quantity
are resource concerns throughout
the region. As of May 2021, the

Mid-Columbia Region was experiencing
varying types of droughts, 12 a trend
predicted to worsen with climate
change. Substantial amounts of water
are currently diverted from streams and
rivers for cropland irrigation.13 When
compared to the total agricultural land
base, Hood River County currently has
the largest percentage of agricultural
land permitted for irrigation, followed
by Wasco and then Sherman counties.
However, Wasco County has the largest
volume of land permitted for irrigation
(Figure 32). Wasco County also has the
largest amount of currently irrigated
acres, followed by Hood River and then
Sherman counties (Figure 33).
Overdraft of the region’s water supply
has become an increasing concern in
recent years. The Natural Resource
Conservation Service (NRCS) believes
the region’s limited water resources are
not being optimally utilized.14 Inefficient
delivery, on-farm use, management
practices, and storage of irrigated water
have been identified as the top obstacles
to efficient water use. In 2019, NRCS
found 65 percent of irrigated cropland in
Hood River County to be using outdated

Figure 32
Areas within farm-related zones permitted for the use of
water for irrigation

pumps and irrigation systems.15 Water
uncertainty during drought years makes
sustaining crops especially challenging.
The overdraft and inefficient use of the
region’s water supply can lead to several
negative outcomes for agriculture.
Use of outdated pumps and irrigation
systems can increase operating costs
through increased energy usage and
labor demand. Overdraft has also
led to worsening water quality and
overall declining ecosystem health.
Reduced stream flow leads to higher
concentrations of pesticides and nonbeneficial nutrients, as well as higher
water temperatures. This combination
can be detrimental to local wildlife,
especially fish species. In 2009, low
water levels in Fifteenmile Creek caused
a die-off of threatened salmon species.16

Why is this resource important

Source: Oregon Water Resources Department, Oregon State University, National Land
Cover Database, Multi-Resolution Land Characteristics

Water is the lifeblood of all living
things and diminishing water quality
and quantity is a major concern. The
economic viability of farming in the
region is heavily dependent on access to
quality water.
The

multiple

systems

reliant

on

55

Existing Conditions
Resources

water as well as regional water rights
considerations, make it an especially
difficult resource to manage. Oregon
water rights are based on Prior
Appropriation, meaning water rights
are based on a first-in-line first-in-right
system. Those with the oldest water
rights are the last to be shut off during
times of low streamflow.17
“We have The Dalles Irrigation
District...and that irrigates roughly
5,000 and some acres. Our income
potential from our land really
counts upon that irrigation project.”
- Mike Omeg, Farm Producer of
Orchard View Farms, Hood River
Community
engagement
revealed
watershed protection for both irrigation
and wildlife is critical. Mill Creek in
Wasco County has been dealing with
diminishing streamflows while trying to
support its Steelhead population. Efforts
are being made to keep cool water in the
stream to protect the species; however,
it’s critical to keep the stream open for
irrigation as farmers’ livelihoods are
reliant on the water source.
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Figure 33

Irrigated Acres by County, 2017
Hood
River

Sherman

Wasco

Counties
Total

Irrigated Acres

16,584

1,115

21,503

39,202

Total Farmland Acres

28,451

524,857

1,388,988

1,942,296

% Irrigaged Farmland

58.3%

0.2%

1.5%

2.0%

Source: Census of Agriculture County Profiles, 2017

Renewable Energy
Current Conditions
Energy is becoming a large resource
concern as time passes. The NRCS
has identified inefficient energy usage
in farming and ranching practices and
field operations as significant concerns.
The region’s energy is largely from
non-local sources; however, the region
is in the middle of the Columbia River
system of hydroelectric dams producing
significant amounts of energy. Thirtyseven percent of Oregon’s power is
generated by hydroelectric dams. The
region also contains many smaller
dams that provide irrigation support to
various agricultural areas. In addition
to three large dams on the Columbia

River (Bonneville, The Dalles, and John
Day), there are two medium-sized dams
on the north side of Mt. Hood and the
eastern slopes of the Cascades. Beyond
these five, there are several dozen
smaller dams that create reservoirs and
produce irrigation and water support
for agriculture and rural communities
throughout the region.
Additional renewable energy options
such as wind, solar, and small hydro
have gained interest from landowners
in the region.18 There are currently
560 wind turbines across 10 different
wind farms in the region. All 10 wind
farms are in northeast Sherman County
on EFU zoned land.19 There is also
one commercial photovoltaic solar
operation in the region which is located

in northeast Sherman County on EFU
zoned land and is approximately 100
acres.20 A new 1,100-acre commercial
photovoltaic solar operation is scheduled
for development on private land in
Wasco County with the goal of being
operational in 2022; an exact location
for this operation was unclear.21 Hood
River County is also looking to improve
its energy independence by setting the
goal to produce 50% of the county‘s
energy needs from local energy sources
by 2050.22 For them to reach this goal,
renewable energy production within the
county will need to increase.

converting Oregon’s best farmland will
be critical.

Habitat, Wildlife, and
Important Species

with rivers such as John Day and the
Deschutes flowing through this region
and emptying into the Columbia River,
there is still a great diversity of wildlife.

Why is this resource important

The Mid-Columbia Region has
significant areas of natural habitat,
including several areas of U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) classified
critical habitat, running through Hood
River and Wasco Counties (Figure 34).
According to AFT, agricultural land
can provide habitat protection for local
wildlife populations.23

There are several environmental
concerns in the region, including energy
production impacts (particularly dams)
on wildlife.24 While hydroelectric is
a renewable energy source and dams
provide irrigation support, they can have
a negative impact on wildlife. Invasive
species (Nutria, Bullfrogs, Cheatgrass,
etc.), decreasing water quality and
quantity, and the conversion of natural
and rural land to development all
negatively impact local wildlife.

The combination of rising energy costs
and increasing pressure to reduce
carbon emissions make efficient
energy use critical. Additionally, it is
important to consider what a more
localized energy portfolio could mean
for agricultural land in the region.
Increasing local energy production will
need to come from renewable sources,
however large-scale solar projects have
significant footprints. Working with
policy makers and landowners to ensure
new renewable energy projects are not

Eastern Hood River County and
western Wasco County lie within the
East Cascades ecoregion, as defined
by the Oregon Conservation Strategy,
and contain several lakes, marshes, and
other areas that are home to a diverse
range of wildlife that rely heavily on
water. Further to the east, from the
center of Wasco County through the
eastern end of Sherman County, the
Columbia Plateau ecoregion is lower
elevation, more arid, with greater ranges
of seasonal temperatures. However,

The Department of Fish and Wildlife
has identified several “strategy species”
in the East Cascades and Columbia
Plateau ecoregions, which are species
with the greatest need for conservation.
They are characterized by low or
declining populations often due to
habitat loss and degradation.25 Strategy
species include the following: Chinook
salmon, Inland Columbia Basin redband
trout, Steelhead, Coho salmon, Western
Painted turtle, Sage sparrow, and many
more.

Current conditions
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Why is this resource important
Wildlife plays an important role in the
Mid-Columbia Region. In addition to
being critical to the long term resilience
of the region, wildlife has cultural and
recreational value. Fishing, hunting,
and bird watching are popular in the
region.
Indigenous tribes have utilized the
wildlife of the region for centuries
forming a strong subsistence, cultural,
and spiritual bond with many species.
One such species is the Pacific
Lamprey which is declining due to
human disturbance, specifically from
dams.26 Indigenous peoples of the
Mid-Columbia River Plateau have
relied on Pacific Lamprey as a food
source for centuries, and oil collected
from drying Lamprey was used as
medicine by shamans. Other culturally
significant wildlife include the region’s
various salmon species including
Chinook, Sockeye, Coho, and the
currently threatened Steelhead.27 Each
of these salmon species is believed to be
impacted by the region’s dams.
While wildlife and agriculture can have
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Figure 34
Areas of Nationally Significant agricultural land and
USFWS classified Critical Habitat

Source: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, American Farmland Trust

a mutually beneficial relationship, there
are some conflicts between the two.
Agriculture is dependent on the region’s
dams for storage of surface water for
irrigation; however, the presence of the
dams has led to habitat degradation

for several species. As both wildlife
and agriculture are heavily dependent
on water, and benefit from watershed
protection, conserving and protecting
watersheds would be in both parties’
interests.

Climate

Figure 35

County Level Drought Severity in Oregon

Current conditions
While the current climate of the
Mid-Columbia Region, like much of
Oregon, is often characterized as mild,
experiencing low-temperatures above
freezing and high temperatures below 90
degrees Fahrenheit, the region’s climate
varies in terms of temperature and
precipitation. On average, each county
experiences more than 25 days per year
of extreme heat (daytime temperatures
above 90 degrees Fahrenheit) and more
than 78 days per year where night time
temperatures fall below freezing.28
Given its westward location, Hood
River County experiences the largest
amounts of precipitation in the region.
Wasco and Sherman Counties, due to
the leeward rain shadow effect, receive
less precipitation. Western slopes can
see up to 75 inches of rainfall per-year
while east of the Cascades can range
between 8 to 20 inches annually.29
The U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM)
provides a weekly view of drought
conditions in every U.S. county. As of
May 2021, Hood River was experiencing

Source: Simeral, D. (2021). Oregon. U.S. Drought Monitor.

“moderate drought” while large portions
of Wasco and Sherman Counties were
experiencing “severe” or “extreme
drought”. Wasco and Sherman are two

of the 14 counties in Oregon currently
experiencing extreme drought.30
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Why is this resource important
Despite water availability concerns, the
region’s climate allows for successful
production of several agricultural
products. The region provides an ideal
mix of warm sunny days and cool nights
needed for exceptional fruit production,
and thanks to the presence of rich soil
and a relatively cool climate, the region
is known as one of the country’s best
locations for fruit production. Hood
River County is currently the largest
producer of pears in the U.S. and
the county’s apples have been highly
regarded for generations.31
Moving further east, Wasco and
Sherman Counties are among the best
locations for wheat production in the
state.32 Given the region’s ideal climate
for fruit production, a significant change
in climate would likely not benefit the
region. Climate change could bring
some positive changes such as longer
growing seasons; however, it would also
bring more pests, weeds, reduced crop
quality, increased irrigation demand,
and worsening drought.33 Apples,
pears, and other tree fruits may flower
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too early, and along with softer berry
crops, may suffer from heat stress.34
Additionally, reduced snowmelt and
precipitation overall may decrease
water availability for irrigated crops. As
noted in Oregon’s Climate Action Plan,
“irrigation demands among farmers in
the Columbia River Basin are projected
to increase five percent in response to
climate change by the 2030s; however,
actual water demands will vary
depending on adaptive management
decisions and crop requirements.”35
Thus, any benefits received from a
changing climate would be met with
several drawbacks.

Access to Land, Markets,
and Processing Facilities
Current conditions
The U.S. agricultural industry has
experienced consolidation of markets,
land, and processing facilities in recent
decades. The market has recently been
referred to as “thin” given its declining
numbers in producers, processors,
and liquidity.36 Processing facilities
increased in size, while mergers have
led to fewer, but larger, companies. The
price of farmland in dollars per acre
increased nationally from $1,830 in
2006 to $3,160 in 2020.37 This trend is
reflected in the value of farmland in the
Mid-Columbia Region and impacts the
accessibility of land (see the Economics
section for more detail).
Community
and
stakeholder
engagement highlighted access to
farmland as a major challenge for new
farmers. Large farms do not become
available regularly; when significant
farmland does become available, the
price is often too high for new, small,
or medium-sized agricultural producers

Figure 36
Does your farm or ranch have any of the following
enterprises that bring in additional income?

Percent of Respondents
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processing

U-pick
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Source: AG Survey

to purchase (see the Threats section for
more detail on these challenges).

“What I faced over here is just
the opportunity in general, the
land doesn’t come up.”
– Abbie Forrest, Farm Owner of
Forrest Cattle and Hay, Wasco
While access to farmland poses a
challenge to entering the market,

established farmers without large land
holdings may find it challenging to
survive in the market. This challenge
is often felt by medium-sized farms
who generally operate above the directto-consumer level of smaller farms.38
Medium-sized farms are often not large
enough to make a profit from the small
margins of wholesale, not small enough
to budget time for the interpersonal

perks of direct-to-consumer marketing,
and do not have the funds to purchase
additional land.
Despite the increasing pressure on many
farm producers, a positive trend has
emerged in the Mid-Columbia Region.
The direct-to-consumer market is
believed to be on the rise in Hood River
County. The COVID-19 pandemic
forced farms along Hood River
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County’s well known “Fruit Loop’’ to
rethink their business model. Direct-toconsumer sales became a bigger market
as more people were eager to support
their local farm producers. The Packer
Orchards & Bakery along the Fruit Loop
currently sells 20 percent of their pears
direct-to-consumer, which accounts
for 60 percent of their pear revenue.39
Direct-to-consumer sales can certainly
be beneficial to farms; however, not
every crop grown in the region, such as
wheat, is ideal for direct-to-consumer
sales.
While the direct-to-consumer model
is popular, most producers sell most of
their agricultural products to processing
and packing facilities. While most farm
producers and ranchers who responded
to the survey indicated they did not
have any additional sources of income,
33 percent have processing or packaging
enterprises that bring in additional
income (Figure 36). Diamond Fruit
Growers located in Odell roughly eight
miles south from the city of Hood
River is one of North America’s largest
shippers of pears. Other processing
facilities in Odell are Duckwall Fruit and
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the Washington state based Stadelman
Fruit LLC. There are two Oregon
Cherry Growers, INC facilities in the
Dalles. Oregon Cherry Growers is a
subsidiary of the California based Pacific
Coast Producers. Some producers
in the region like Polehn Farms and
Orchard View Cherries near the Dalles
have opted to open their own packing
houses or processing facilities. MidColumbia Producers, a farmer owned
cooperative formed by the merger of
two cooperatives in the 1980s, operates
numerous grain facilities in Sherman,
Wasco, Gilliam, Morrow and Klickitat
Counties.

Why is this resource important
Faced with the possibility of low
profitability from a medium size farm,
current farm producers may be forced
to sell their land or end their lease.
This land will likely be too costly for
beginning farmers and those who own
small, and medium farms to purchase.
If these farmers are not able to afford
farmland and established medium size
farms are not able to compete in the
current market, further consolidation
of farmland or farmland conversion is

more likely to take place. Additionally,
the
region’s
strong
agricultural
production is reliant on access to
markets and processing or packing
facilities. A reduction in the amount
of these facilities would likely pose
a hardship on local producers. The
region’s impressive production of highquality products leads to a high demand
for processing facilities.

Agriculture networks
and social capital
Current conditions
Several organizations in the MidColumbia Region offer networking and
educational opportunities. The Gorge
Grown Food Network, in the city of
Hood River, provides several services to
the community. They manage farmers’
markets and provide support, training,
and promotional materials for markets
they do not manage. Oregon State
University Extension has offices in each
county and offers lifelong education
on a variety of topics including natural
resources, farming practices, and
farming profitability. Oregon Farm
Link, a statewide organization, provides
an online resource hub designed to
connect beginning farmers and land
holders. They also provide a listing
of resources to help with starting a
farm, business planning, succession
planning, financial planning, and
grant funding. The region’s Soil and
Water Conservation Districts provide
technical and financial assistance to
help farmers implement practices

designed to protect natural resources.
These practices include installing more
efficient irrigation systems, screening
and piping irrigation canals, and fencing
livestock out of water ways. The region
also has several irrigation districts
which strive to support conservation,
watershed health, and stewardship
of water resources. The United State
Department of Agriculture has placed
NRCS field offices in Hood River,
Wasco, and Sherman Counties. One
of NRCS’s goals is to help agricultural
producers implement conservation
practices that address resource concerns
of the region. The Columbia Gorge
Community College Small Business
Development Center also offers
education on business plan development,
loan application packaging, marketing
plan strategies, hiring and managing
employees, navigating the business
regulatory process, and managing cash
flow challenges.

Why is this resource important
Technical assistance and education
can greatly influence the long-term
success of farmers. Additionally,
partnerships
between
farmers,

government institutions, and nongovernmental organizations can help
agricultural lands stay in production.
Community engagement revealed that
these partnerships and community
connections are important. If social
capital within the Mid-Columbia
Region declines, it could become
difficult for farmers to form valuable
networks.

“Ongoing education
through Soil and Water
Conservation Districts
and Oregon State
University Extension
makes a big difference.”
- Tim Dahle, Farm
Owner of Dahle
Cherry and Pear
Orchards, Wasco
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EXISTING LAND PROTECTION MEASURES
Close-up of cattle. Credit: Abigail Forrest
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“Actually enforcing strongly all of the Oregon
land use laws that are already on the books
would be a better use of our time, because if we
were actually enforcing the laws that we have,
we wouldn’t need conservation easements.”
- Jennifer Euwer
Valley Crest Orchards,
Hood River
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EXISTING LAND
PROTECTION MEASURES
Existing farmland
protection measures
come in many forms
and address a variety
of threats. Some tools
exclusively protect
the agricultural land
base, while others keep
land affordable so the
next generation can
afford to purchase it.
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Key Takeaways
•

Overall, the Oregon land use program has been effective in protecting farmlands
through Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) zoning and associated tax incentives. However,
it does not protect agricultural lands forever and there are about 60 nonfarm uses
permitted in EFU zones today, calling into question the “exclusive” in exclusive
farm use. Additionally, Oregon’s land use program complicates the appeal of
conservation easements because the program limits the development rights that
would normally be the focus of easements.

•

The Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP), which is administered
by NRCS, helps farmers and ranchers keep working farms in agriculture. However,
local match funding is typically required for 50 percent of the easement, and Oregon
does not have a state match program to fill this gap. The Mid-Columbia Region
does not currently have any ACEP easements.

•

Measure 49 allows counties to implement a Transfer of Development Credit
(TDC) program, which provides landowners with Measure 49 authorizations an
opportunity to obtain value by transferring development from valuable resource
lands to areas zoned for residential development thereby preserving farmland.
However, Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman Counties have not implemented TDC
ordinances. Additionally, Sherman County currently does not have any Measure
49 authorizations.

Columbia River Gorge panorama then (circa 1904) and now (2021). Source: Historic Hood River
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Introduction

Zoning and Land Use

Existing farmland protection measures come in many forms and address a variety of
threats to farms, farmers, and farming. Some tools exclusively protect the agricultural
land base, while others keep land affordable so the next generation can afford to
purchase it. We surveyed a variety of farmland protection measures that exist in the
Mid-Columbia Region and Oregon overall, assessing their effectiveness at protecting
agricultural lands and providing land access opportunities. We also examined the
limitations and opportunities of these measures. While the protection measures
discussed below are not an exhaustive list of all farmland protection tools available, we
have included the tools that we believe are most useful for the development of OAT’s
Strategic Conservation Plan.

Why does zoning matter to
farmland protection?

In the pages ahead, the following protection tools are examined:
•

Zoning and Land Use regulations in Oregon and the Mid-Columbia Region

•

Voluntary Conservation Measures, including:

•

•

Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP)

•

Farmland Access and Succession Planning programs

•

Measure 49 and Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) programs

Legal Protection Measures
•

•
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Right to Farm statute

Local Partners

Zoning and land use regulations are
the foundation for farmland protection
and have been the primary tools
for protecting agricultural lands for
decades. State legislative measures
relating to agricultural practices
provide the legal justification to develop
comprehensive plans and zoning
ordinances that prioritize farmland
preservation. Despite mixed feelings
from the agricultural community on
these regulations’ effectiveness, land
use regulations have helped conserve
farmland acreage overall and made
it possible for many farm producers
to expand their operations to include
supplemental income streams.

Oregon
The state of Oregon protects its
farmland base and agricultural economy
through a combination of tax incentives
and development restrictions.1 Land
zoned exclusively for farm use dates
back to 1961, when a law passed that

provided farmland with preferential tax
assessment standards and established
exclusive farm use zoning, although
counties did not identify specific zones.2
In 1963, the above law was revised
and became House Bill 1230, which
authorized counties to create exclusive
farm use (EFU) zones. The legislature
also designated five non-farm uses that
were permitted in EFU zones and were
intended to support rural communities
including (1) schools (2) churches (3)
golf courses (4) playgrounds, parks,
or community centers owned and
operated by governments and nonprofit
organizations and (5) public service
utility facilities. Farmers in these EFU
zones were automatically entitled to
property-tax breaks that were intended
to give them an incentive to keep
their land in agricultural production.
Planning and zoning at this time
remained voluntary at the local level
and relatively little land was planned
or zoned in rural Oregon until the mid
1970’s.3
Senate Bill 100 (SB 100) was passed
by the Oregon legislature in 1973
and created the landmark Oregon

statewide land use planning program.
A central goal of the program is to
protect productive farmland sufficient
to safeguard the industries those lands
support.4 Unlike HB 1230, SB 100
requires that all cities and counties
prepare zoning ordinances that are
consistent with comprehensive land use
plans, and that both ordinances and
plans conform to statewide planning
goals, including Goal 3: Agricultural
Lands.5 Local governments are required
to inventory and designate agricultural
lands (which are lands with soils capable
of agricultural production) in their
comprehensive plans, zone the land
for EFU, and adopt policies to protect
these lands.6 Goal 3 also requires
counties to establish minimum sizes for
new lots or parcels in each agricultural
land designation. If a county proposes
a minimum parcel size of less than
80 acres, or 160 acres for rangeland,
the minimum must be appropriate
to maintain the existing commercial
agricultural enterprises within the area
and meet the requirements of ORS
215.243.
The specially assessed value (SAV)

of Oregon’s EFU lands is intended to
provide farmland protection by taxing
farmlands at their farm use value rather
than at their true cash value based on the
“highest and best use.” The intention is
to help farmers stay in business, slow the
conversion of agricultural lands to urban
uses, maintain land for commercial
agriculture, and compensate for the
zoning restrictions applied to EFU
land.7

Successes
As noted above, the protection of
farmlands is a high priority of Oregon
statewide land use planning. Overall,
Oregon’s land use program has been
effective at protecting rural lands from
subdivisions and rampant development.8
After SB 100 was passed in 1973, the
legislation dramatically slowed the
conversion of farmlands to development.
Estimates suggest that by 1994, an
additional 14.4% of agricultural land
and 5.3% of mixed forest/ agricultural
land that existed in 1974 would have
been developed if the statewide land use
program had not been implemented.9
Additionally, the statewide annual
conversion rate of farmland and
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Figure 37
Percent change in acres of land in farms in Hood River, Sherman,
Wasco Counties, 1969-2017
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“In Oregon,
strengthening and
enforcing existing
land use rules will
help infinitely more
acres be saved than
easements ever could.”
- Farm producer,
survey response

Wasco

Source: Census of Agriculture, 1969 - 2017.

rangeland has decreased from 17,000
acres per year before the statewide land
use program’s implementation, to 7,000
acres per year after implementation.10

Limitations
Oregon’s land use laws do not offer
permanent protection to agricultural
lands. While the statewide planning
program protects millions of acres
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of farmland, there are numerous
exceptions
and
loopholes
that
cumulatively harm Oregon farms.11
Non-farm uses permitted in EFU zones
have changed with every session of the
legislature since 1973.12 As legislators
add more non-agricultural uses to
the list of allowable and conditional
uses in EFU zones, many argue that
exclusive farm use zones have lost

their exclusivity. Today, about 60
non-farm uses are permitted in EFU
zones.13 The increasing prevalence of
non-agricultural uses in historically
agricultural areas has led to land use
conflicts. Additionally, agricultural
lands within and near Urban Growth
Boundaries (UGB) are viewed as
waiting zones for development.14 Our
community
engagement
provided

Figure 38

Zoning in Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman Counties

Selected non-farm
uses authorized on
agricultural lands
Exploration, production
and processing of
geothermal resources, oil,
gas, mineral aggregate
• Non farm dwellings
• Destination resorts
• Golf courses
• Wind and solar power
generation facilities
• Churches
• Operations for the
extraction of bottling
water
• Outdoor mass
gatherings
Source: OAR 660.033.0120

Source: Oregon Department of Land Conservation and Development
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glimpses into how these waiting zones
are vulnerable to development and are
transformed overtime as development
pressures increase.
“In The Dalles, there’s an orchard
within the Urban Growth Boundary...
it’s a multi-generational farm as well.
It used to be there were a few houses
around but over the past 30, 40 years
there’s a lot more houses all around it,
city streets, almost all around it. Now
that land, I think around 12 acres, is
being taken out of farming and going
to be high density.” Mike Omeg, Farm
Producer of Orchard View Farms, Hood
River
Additionally, Goal 3: Agricultural
Lands, often conflicts with other
Statewide Planning goals, including
those related to housing and economic
development. For example, Hood
River County’s 2018 Energy Plan calls
for a significant increase in renewable
energy production, which may conflict
with farmland protection, as renewable
energy uses can often only be located on
resource lands.15
While Oregon’s land use program has

76

been effective at limiting development
on rural lands, the program also limits
the development rights that would
normally be the focus of conservation
easements, leaving fewer severable
rights than in other states.16,17 Several
Mid-Columbia community members
interviewed during AG’s engagement
process expressed mixed feelings about
whether conservation easements are
the best tool to solve the problem of
disappearing agricultural lands. One
interviewee noted that:
“Actually enforcing strongly all of the
Oregon land use laws that are already
on the books would be a better use of
our time because if we were actually
enforcing the laws that we have we
wouldn’t need conservation easements.”
- Jennifer Euwer, Valley Crest Orchards,
Hood River
Farmers and ranchers echoed that
sentiment in the survey by expressing
the fact that conservation easements do
not address root problems such as EFU
violations and increasing development
on agricultural land (see Appendix B for
more on survey respondents’ opinions
of conservation easements). Members

of our focus group stressed that EFU
violations often occur progressively as
landowners build or renovate buildings
that push the legal boundaries and that
these incremental changes are not well
monitored. Enforcement of land use
violations in EFU zones is typically
complaint-driven.
“In
Oregon,
strengthening
and
enforcing existing land use rules
will help infinitely more acres be
saved than easements ever could.”
- Farm producer, survey response
“It seems land conservation easements
are trying to address one of the
smaller issues facing farms...The even
application of land use laws and zoning
enforcement would go a long way in
helping protect ag land in Oregon”
- Farm producer, survey response

Mid-Columbia Region

conflicts between neighbors.

Why does the Mid-Columbia
Region’s zoning matter to
farmland protection?

Sherman and Wasco Counties are
predominantly zoned for farming,
while Hood River County is primarily
zoned forest. Overall, 71 percent of the
Mid-Columbia Region is zoned for
agriculture (Figure 38). In addition, a
portion of the 1,000-square-mile Warm
Springs Reservation sits within Wasco
County (see the Economics section
for more detail on farm acreage).
Within the farm zoning designations,
Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) is a
consistent designation across all three
counties. Exclusive Farm Use, as the
name suggests, aims to limit activity
and development to agricultural uses,
including food, fiber and livestock
production.18 Hood River, Wasco, and
Sherman Counties each have slightly
different defined purposes for their
exclusive farm use zones. Minimum
parcel sizes for new farm parcels range
from 40 acres to 160 acres across the
counties. Non-farm parcels in all three
counties can be much smaller. In Hood
River County for example, parcels can
be a minimum of 2 acres. There are
also provisions for increased setbacks

Zoning and land use regulations lay
the foundation for farmland protection
in the Mid-Columbia Region. These
regulations impact all farmers and
ranchers, regardless of land tenure or
type of operation. Zoning regulations
in the Mid-Columbia Region specify
what types of uses can and cannot
exist on exclusive farm use lands, what
level of review different types of uses
require, whether a farmer can subdivide
their land, what size farm and nonfarm parcels can be in EFU zones,
whether there are physical separation
requirements between farms and nonfarms, and other regulations that impact
the nature of farming in the region.
Large lot size requirements help prevent
the division of farms and ranches into
smaller parcels that do not support
commercial agriculture. Regulations
that require increased setbacks between
farms and non-farm uses, theoretically,
reduce the opportunities for land use

between farmlands
residential uses.

and

non-farm

The zoning and land use regulations
of the Mid-Columbia Region could
have numerous disparate impacts on
farmland protection. Further research
is recommended to advance OAT’s
understanding of local regulations
related to agricultural lands. One specific
topic needing further consideration is
the regulations of Wasco County’s A-1
(40) zone, which allows 40-acre farm
parcels, half the size of the 80-acre
minimum farm parcel size required in
Hood River and Sherman Counties.
Each county’s zoning ordinance and
regulations are described in more detail
below.
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Columbia River Gorge National
Scenic Area Plan
The Columbia River Gorge National
Scenic Area includes portions of Hood
River and Wasco Counties (Figure 39).
The Columbia River Gorge National
Scenic Area Plan includes provisions
that direct the Gorge Commission
and the Forest Service to protect
and enhance agricultural lands for
agricultural uses and to allow, but not
require, conversion of agricultural
lands to open space, recreation
development, and forest lands. General
Management Area objectives include
establishing minimum parcel sizes to
prevent fragmentation of agricultural
lands and to make smaller pieces of
agricultural land more productive.
For example, objective 2 is to enhance
agriculture in areas designated LargeScale Agriculture by encouraging the
consolidation of small, inefficient parcels
into larger, more efficient ownerships.
The plan sets minimum lot sizes that
are intended to discourage speculative
real estate investment and prevent
the conversion of agricultural land to
residential use. 19
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Figure 39

Land Cover of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area

Sources: National Land Cover Database (2016), Multi-Resolution Land
Characteristics Consortium, ESRI

Wasco County
Wasco County defines two unique,
non-EFU agricultural zones in their
land use ordinance: a Forest-Farm
(F-F 10) non-resource zone and an
Agricultural Recreational zone (A-R).20
The purpose of Wasco County’s F-F 10

zone is to permit low-density residential
development in suitable locations
while reducing potential conflicts with
agriculture uses, forest uses, and open
space.21 Farm uses, except cannabis

production, are permitted without
review, while single-family dwellings
provided in conjunction with a farm
use are permitted subject to a Type II
Review and single-family dwellings not
provided in conjunction with a farm use
are subject to Conditional Use Review.

only those uses that are compatible
with agricultural activities consistent
with the applicable Statutory and
Administrative Rule provisions of ORS
Chapter 215 and OAR Chapter 660033.”23

In Wasco County, there are A-1 (40)
zones, which allow 40-acre minimum
land divisions for farm parcels, and A-1
(160) zones, which require either 80acre or 160-acre minimum farm parcel
sizes, depending on crop types. To
qualify for an 80-acre minimum parcel
size, a Farm Management Plan must be
submitted, and the property must be
planted with higher value per acre crops
that meet income requirements.22

Sherman County

Wasco County Exclusive Farm Use
(A-1) zone
“The purpose of the Exclusive
Farm Use (A-1) Zone is to preserve
and maintain agricultural lands for
farm use consistent with historical,
existing and future needs, including
economic needs that pertain to the
production of agricultural products.
And to permit the establishment of

Sherman County’s zoning ordinance
includes one non-EFU agriculture
zone, which is the Agricultural Airport,
A-1 zone. The purpose of the A-1 zone
is to prevent air space obstructions in
airport approaches and surrounding
areas through height restrictions and
other land use controls. Farm use is
permitted outright in the A-1 zone.24
Policy II of Sherman County’s
Comprehensive Plan states that
appropriate
provisions
shall
be
incorporated into the zoning, subdivision,
and other necessary ordinances to
assure conservation and retention of
agricultural lands in agricultural uses.
At a minimum, agricultural lands shall
be zoned exclusive farm use and taxed
accordingly.25 In Sherman County’s
EFU zone, referred to as F-1, new farm

parcels must be a minimum of 80 acres,
while non-farm parcels shall contain a
minimum of 1 net buildable acre and
meet applicable setback requirements.
Larger setbacks are required when nonfarm uses are adjacent to farmlands.
Seasonal farmworker housing is
permitted in the F-1 zone when
authorized in accordance with the
conditional use requirements outlined
in Article 5 of Sherman County’s zoning
ordinance.26
Sherman County Exclusive Farm Use
(F-1) zone
“To protect agricultural uses from
encroachment by other incompatible
uses and to provide tax incentives
to assure that a maximum amount
of agricultural land is retained in
agricultural uses.”27

Hood River County
The provisions of Hood River County’s
exclusive farm use (EFU) zone
are the most extensive of the three
counties. For example, in Article 3:
Exclusive Farm Use Zone of the zoning
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ordinance there are sections specific
to wineries, farmworker housing, and
agritourism events or activities. While
some community members had mixed
feelings about the strength of the
land use system (see pages 6-7 in this
section), other farm producers believe
that these regulations protect them from
larger-scale commercial and residential
development.
“As long as the city (Hood River) does
not go further south, you know we’re
going to have the protection of the
land use system so...I really think that
the protections are already in place.” Erick Von Lubken, Farm Owner of Von
Lubken Farms, Hood River
In Hood River County, new farm
parcels must be a minimum of 80
acres. There are buffer requirements
for all new dwellings and buildings, and
replacement dwellings and buildings in
EFU zones, except for those dwellings
and buildings located on or directly
associated with farm uses. Accessory
farm dwellings and farm worker housing
is permitted in EFU zones, pursuant to
Section 3.07 of Hood River County’s
zoning ordinance. Regarding dwellings
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not in conjunction with farm use,
Section 3.09 requires that the dwelling
or activities associated with the dwelling
will not force a significant change in
or significantly increase the cost of
accepted farming or forest practices on
nearby lands devoted to farm or forest
use.28
Hood River County Exclusive Farm
Use (EFU) zone
“The Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) Zone
is intended to designate, preserve,
stabilize and enhance agricultural and
farm use areas within the county for
food, fiber and livestock production.
It is the purpose of this zone to
insure the orderly use of agricultural
and farm land and protect it from
inappropriate development. The zone
is intended to meet the requirements
of state law and regulations.”29

Limitations
As was noted in the Oregon section,
the exclusive farm use zone contains a
number of permitted non-farm uses.
For example, in Wasco County outdoor

gatherings of less than 3,000 people are
permitted without review in the A-1,
exclusive farm use zone.30
The Columbia River Gorge National
Scenic Area Plan may also allow the
conversion of agricultural land to
recreation development. Recreation is
the only type of new development for
which these conversions are allowed.
Additionally, while the plan states that
agricultural lands need to be protected
from conflicting land uses, it also notes
that agricultural use of land can damage
or destroy natural resources, habitat,
cultural resources, and change the
landscape of the Gorge as visible from
key viewing areas.31

Voluntary Conservation
Measures

Why does the Agricultural
Conservation Easement
Program (ACEP) matter to
farmland protection?

(NRCS) which provides financial
assistance to purchase Agricultural
Land Easements. Through Agricultural
Land Easements, the ACEP program
helps protect the long-term viability of
our nation’s food supply by preventing
the conversion of agricultural lands
to non-agricultural uses.32 Created in
2014, ACEP combines three previously
separate easement programs - the
Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP),
Grassland Reserve Program (GRP),
and Farm and Ranch Lands Protection
Program (FRPP).33 NRCS may
contribute up to 50 percent of the
fair market value of the Agricultural
Lands Easements (ALE), and up to 75
percent of easement fair market value
if NRCS determines that grasslands of
special environmental significance will
be protected.34 Funds are provided to
non-profits, including land trusts, state
and local governments, and Native
American tribes to purchase easements.

The
Agricultural
Conservation
Easement Program (ACEP) is a federal
program administered through the US
Department of Agriculture’s (USDA)
Natural Resource Conservation Service

The 2018 Farm Bill made a few
modifications to ACEP. First, it removed
a requirement that all easements
enrolled under ACEP must have an
Agricultural Land Easement Plan. Now

Voluntary
conservation
programs
are those
that
land owners opt
into, in contrast to zoning and land
use regulations which apply to all
community members. The voluntary
conservation
measures
that
are
discussed in this section include the
Agricultural Conservation Easement
Program (ACEP), Measure 49, and
Transfer of Development Credits
(TDC) programs.

Agricultural
Conservation Easement
Program (ACEP)

a conservation plan is only required for
portions of easements that are located
on highly erodible cropland. Second,
in reviewing applications, NRCS
now prioritizes easement applications
that maintain agricultural viability.
Specifically, applications that protect
not only agricultural uses, but also
related conservation values of the land
and that contribute to maximizing the
protection of contiguous acres devoted
to agricultural use. Priorities also
include easements that allow a farmer
to maintain the long-term affordability
of the protected land, maintain an
economically sustainable business,
and maintain the land in a way that
enables its agricultural use for future
generations.35

Successes
Since the transition to ACEP resulting
from the 2014 Farm Bill, NRCS has
worked with hundreds of landowners
and partners to support the preservation
of nearly 500,000 acres nationwide
through
agricultural
easements.36
Conservation
or
working
lands
easements not only preserve farmland,
but also address succession planning
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by ensuring that the land remains in
agricultural use. There are currently no
ACEP easements in the Mid-Columbia
Region and thus no local success stories
to draw on. However, east of the MidColumbia Region in Wallowa County,
Oregon, farmers Woody and Megan
Wolfe worked with the Wallowa Land
Trust to secure two ACEP easements
on 463 acres of prime farmland using
NRCS funds and matching dollars
through the Bergstrom Foundation, the
Penstemon Fund, and the Nez Perce
Tribe.37

is available. One stakeholder noted that:

Limitations

With regard to strategies to reach the
community, stakeholders noted there
are different effective approaches, but
it is all about community connections.
Some preferred a case study method,
where OAT demonstrates the success of
an easement through a specific family,
while others preferred workshop models
where OAT can present and answer
questions.

As noted above, despite ACEP’s success
nationwide, there are currently no
ACEP easements in the Mid-Columbia
Region. The ACEP program requires
a local funding match, which Oregon
currently does not have. If Oregon
dedicated match funding for the
ACEP program, many more acres of
agricultural land could be protected in
perpetuity.
Some in the agricultural community also
have mixed feelings about conservation
easements due to the information that
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“Farmers
are
generally
pretty
independent and skeptical of things
‘out of the norm’ – like conservation
easements” - Mike Omeg, Farm
Producer of Orchard View Farms,
Hood River
Community members also expressed
wanting additional education and
technical assistance, for example
examples of how appraisals work for
conservation easements when farm
owners are paying off their mortgage.

Measure 49 and Transfer
of Development Credits
(TDC) Programs
Why does Measure 49 and
Transfer of Development Credits
programs matter to farmland
protection?
Passed in 2007, Measure 49 aims
to provide just compensation for
landowners who believe that land
use regulations have reduced their
property’s value. Through approved
Measure 49 claims, new home sites
and development can be authorized
on rural lands, potentially leading to
farm fragmentation and increasing
non-agricultural uses in farm zones. At
the time of this writing, there are 117
Measure 49 authorizations in Hood
River County, 26 in Wasco County, and
none in Sherman County (Figure 40).38
While Measure 49 is often considered
detrimental for farmland protection
due to the development opportunities
it creates on resource lands, it replaces
the controversial Measure 37, which
many believe could have resulted in

Figure 40
Land

Measure 49 Authorizations and Nationally Significant Agricultural

Source: Oregon State University

more rampant development.39 Measure
49 also provides opportunities for
farmland protection. In 2014, the
Department of Land Conservation
and Development (DLCD) enacted
Measure
49 rules under which
landowners in farm and forest zones
could transfer their development rights
to rural residential zones that have
already been subdivided.40 This rule
allows counties to adopt a Transfer of
Development Credits (TDC) program
that is intended to move development off
of resource lands to preserve lands for
farming, forestry, and wildlife habitat,
while also providing landowners with
an opportunity to obtain value from
Measure 49 dwelling authorizations
without the cost of construction.41
Some transfers are eligible for bonus
credits, including those in which
property owners agree to protect the
land through restrictive covenants
or conservation easements. DLCD
encourages land trusts, soil and water
conservation districts and other state
agencies to consider acquiring and
holding easements on Measure 49
properties, particularly properties of 20
acres or more. In these cases, DLCD
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is willing to be a secondary holder
of such easements.42 When a party
is a secondary easement holder, they
oversee the easement and ensure that it
is accomplishing the purposes for which
the easement was granted.43

Limitations
A new Measure 49 claim must be filed
within five years of the date that the
land use regulation was enacted and
must demonstrate that the regulation
restricts a residential use or a farm or
forest practice and reduces the fair
market value of the property.44

Farmland Access and
Succession Planning
Why does farmland access and
succession planning matter to
farmland protection?
Farm succession and the ability for the
next generation to access land is critical
to protecting the land base, community
livelihoods, and the future of our local
food systems. How farms change hands
will impact economic, social, and
environmental outcomes in Oregon’s
communities for generations. In
Oregon, farm and ranch operators that
are over 55 years old currently control
64 percent of the state’s agricultural
land, which accounts for 10.45 million
acres that could change hands in the
next 20 years.45
“Transition of land [is one of the
primary challenges of farm and ranch
owners], especially when no one in the
family is left to farm.” - Jacob Powell,
OSU Extension
In the survey that AG conducted, 38
percent of farm or ranch owners did not
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know when they plan to retire. While
the majority of these respondents either
had a succession plan completed or in
progress, nearly a quarter (24 percent)
of them did not have any plans in place.
Of those who do have a completed or

“Transition of land
[is one of the primary
challenges of farm and
ranch owners], especially
when no one in the family
is left to farm.”
- Jacob Powell,
OSU Extension
partially completed succession plan, 15
percent have not identified a successor.
When the audience of the American
Farmland Trust webinar Where Does
Oregon Stand? was asked what the biggest
threat to agricultural land is, the most
common response was the generational
transfer of land.46 From this threat
came the recommendation to provide

funding and support for land linking,
farm succession, and farm viability
programs. As senior farmers prepare
for retirement, land linking programs
can connect retiring producers with
beginning farmers, thereby keeping the
land in production while providing land
access opportunities for new farmers.
The Oregon Farm Link program,
described below, is one such example.
Measures that address the generational
transfer of farmland tend to fall into
two general categories: farmland access
and succession planning. The farmland
access category includes education,
financial tools, and land linking
programs. The succession planning
category also includes education,
succession counseling and technical
assistance, and land linking programs.
Oregon
Farm
Link
connects
beginning farmers and ranchers with
land holders, helping to grow Oregon’s
next generation of family farmers.47 This
online resource hub started in 2009
and seeks to bridge the gap between
farmers leaving and farmers entering
agriculture. Anyone can browse the
listings, however, to post and connect

with other farmers, one must create a
user profile. Landowners and beginning
farmers and ranchers submit profiles to
advertise the availability of or interest in
finding a business partnership or land
for lease or sale.48 Oregon Farm Link
also offers several resources, including
family farm succession planning.
A program of the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS), the Transitions Incentives
Program (TIP) offers assistance to
land owners and operators, as well as
opportunities for beginning and socially
disadvantaged farmers. To enroll in the
program, a landowner must have land
enrolled in an expiring Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP) contract. TIP
provides landowners with two additional
annual rental payments on their land,
on the condition that they will sell or
rent the land to a beginning or socially
disadvantaged farmer or rancher.49
Oregon State University’s Center
for Family Enterprise prepares
family businesses to balance the wellbeing of the business, the family, and
all individuals involved as they address
the challenges and opportunities

which inevitably arise day-to-day and
during succession.50 The Center offers
academic programs and a lecture series,
as well as resources and research on all
aspects of family business.
Rogue Farm Corps (RFC) trains
and equips the next generation of
farmers and ranchers through handson educational programs and the
preservation of farmland.51 RFC’s
Changing Hands program addresses
succession planning for retiring farmers
and land access for beginning farmers
and ranchers. The program, originally
called the Farm Preservation Program,
seeks to address the threats facing
Oregon farmland, particularly the
intergenerational transfer of land, and
the many interrelated barriers that
beginning farmers and ranchers face in
accessing land and capital.52
While Rogue Farm Corps does not
currently have a chapter in the MidColumbia Region and therefore does
not serve the region, the Changing
Hands program could be replicated
in Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman
Counties. This program includes
a strong focus on increasing access
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to farming opportunities for first
generation
farmers
and
Black,
Indigenous, and other People of Color
(BIPOC) farmers. Rogue notes that
while the looming generational transfer
of Oregon farmland is a significant
challenge, it also poses an opportunity
to transform the field of agriculture to
become more equitable, resilient, and
life sustaining.53
The East Multnomah Soil and
Water
Conservation
District
(EMSWCD) is located in Portland
and serves areas from central Portland
and Gresham to the Mount Hood
National Forest.54 EMSWCD offers a
suite of programs addressing farmland
protection, including measures that
specifically address land access and
succession planning. EMSWCD offers
no-cost workshops on farm succession
planning in partnership with Clackamas
Small Business Development Center.
EMSWCD’s land access efforts
include working farmlands easements,
farmland purchase, and the Headwaters
Incubator Program. EMSWCD is
pursuing strategies that address historic
farmland access inequities, as they

86

recognize that accessing farmland is
particularly challenging for certain
groups, such as beginning farmers and
members of communities negatively
impacted by racial discrimination and
land dispossession. The Headwaters
Incubator program provides beginning
farmers up to five years of access to
farmland, equipment, and knowledge
sharing opportunities, in an effort
to support farm establishment and
viability.55
The East Multnomah Soil and Water
Conservation District does not serve the
Mid-Columbia region, however, their
programs, particularly the Headwater
Incubator program, could be replicated
in Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman
Counties.
The
Northwest
Farm
Credit
Services (Northwest FCS) is a
cooperative lending institution that
offers succession planning services,
as well as loans, loan guarantees, and
trainings to all farmers and ranchers.56
They
support
agricultural
and
rural communities with reliable and
consistent credit and financial services
today and tomorrow. Northwest FCS

has programs specifically for young,
beginning, and small producers. The
Ag Vision program focuses lending
on young and beginning farmers by
offering competitive rates with loan fee
reductions, as well as reduced interest
rates for producers that participate in
business management courses.57
Craft 3 is a community development
financial institution (CDFI) that
specializes in loans that strengthen
the economic, ecological, and family
resilience in Washington and Oregon.58
The goal of CDFIs are to expand
economic opportunity in low-income
communities by providing access to
financial products and services for
local residents and businesses.59 Craft
3 offers loans specifically for food and
agriculture businesses, with a focus on
small and mid-scale producers.

Successes
Since its inception in 2009, Oregon Farm
Link has made more than 70 successful
land matches across Oregon.60 One such
successful match is Tumbleweed Farm
in Hood River County. Land linking
programs, like Oregon Farm Link,

both protect farmland and provide
opportunities for new or disadvantaged
farmers, thereby protecting the land
base and the farming community.
From January to December 2019,
Rogue Farm Corps produced a biweekly story series called “Changing
Hands” in Capital Press, which featured
inspirational stories about farmers and
ranchers who have found successful
and creative ways to pass their land and
businesses on to the next generation,
as well as new and beginning farmers
taking on farmland.61
The East Multnomah Soil and Water
Conservation District has secured
at least six agricultural conservation
easements, on properties ranging from
14 acres in size to 60 acres.

Limitations and Gaps
Overall, there is a patchwork of
farmland access and succession
planning programs in Oregon, often
focusing on a particular area of the
state. Some regions are better served
than others. For example, there are not
enough succession counselors to meet

Oregon farmer’s needs, and the services
that do exist do not offer comprehensive
statewide coverage of all farmers and
ranchers.62 Specific to Oregon Farm
Link, because it is an online tool, it
requires a certain level of technical
competence from farmers. This could
be a barrier for some farmers.

Legal Protection
Measures
Right to Farm Statute
Why does the Right to Farm
statute matter to farmland
protection?
Farm practices are protected in Oregon
under the Right to Farm law, which
was adopted in 1993 and updated in
1995 and 2001. Right to Farm provides
commercial farmers with a defense if they
are sued for an alleged nuisance.63 The
legislation declares that farm and forest
practices are critical to the welfare of the
Oregon economy and shall be protected
(Oregon Revised Statute 30.930). Under
Right to Farm, growers located on lands
zoned for farm use are protected from
court decisions based on noises, odors,
dust, and other nuisances. It also limits
local governments and special districts
from declaring certain farm and forest
products to be nuisances or trespasses.64
Farm practices that are protected
under Right to Farm include generally
accepted, reasonable, and prudent
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methods for the farm operation to
obtain profit; practices that comply with
applicable laws; and are performed in
a reasonable manner. The lawful and
proper use of pesticides, for example, is
considered a protected practice.65
Hood River County specifically notes
Right to Farm in the EFU section of
their zoning ordinance, stating that
farming practices are critical to the
economic welfare of the county. The
section goes on to say that resource
practices on lands zoned for resource use
must be protected to some extent from
claims filed by persons not accepting
the conditions associated with living
near resource operations, because such
claims have an adverse effect on the full
resource base of the county. 66

Successes
The law provides a certain level of
protection and enables farmers to
engage in agriculture without the fear
of a lawsuit over customary farming
activities.67
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Limitations
While the Right to Farm statute protects
farming practices and by extension
farming operations, it does not
necessarily encourage sustainable and
environmentally sound use of the land.
Oregon’s Right to Farm law has been
challenged in the courts many times,
including on the grounds of the law’s
constitutionality. The Right to Farm
statute also protects farm practices that
may include poor land management
techniques that do not enhance the
conservation values of the land.
The statute does not address nuisances
created by non-farm neighbors, which
is increasingly a problem in areas with
a high degree of mixed farm and nonfarm uses. For example, if a non-farm
neighbor plants an invasive species that
spreads to the farmer’s property and
causes issues with their crop, the farmer
is not protected by Right to Farm in
that situation. Additionally, if a lawsuit
does arise, the farmer is responsible
for hiring a lawyer and managing the
lawsuit.68 During AG’s engagement
process, multiple farm producers spoke

to how increased development creates
concerns over how to conduct regular
business operations.
“[This] orchard, they’re very concerned
because they’re going to be conducting
farming activities one street width away
from a high density development...
these folks in these units are going to
park on the street right across from
where agrichemicals are going to be
applied. It’s a real challenge.” - Mike
Omeg, Farm Producer of Orchard View
Farms, Hood River
“It’s difficult to farm next to somebody
who doesn’t understand farming. I do a
lot of things that people don’t want to live
next to - turning on fans at four in the
morning or 11 at night, I have to spray,
and get complaints about the music
that my employees play sometimes.” Jennifer Euwer, Farm Owner of Valley
Crest Orchards, Hood River
Right to Farm protections are not
afforded if claims are based on an action
of a producer that results in death or
serious injury or damage to commercial
agriculture products of another grower
or neighboring property.69

Further research is recommended to
understand the potential disparate
impacts of the Right to Farm statute
on farmland protection, including
the following: the nature of nuisance
complaints filed against farmers in the
Mid-Columbia Region, farmers’ and
ranchers’ views on whether the Right
to Farm statue supports farmland
protection, and whether the statute
reduces land use conflicts between
neighbors and thereby protects farming
operations.

an even coverage of programs and
services tailored to the specific needs
of the region’s farmers and ranchers.
There are several organizations in
the Mid-Columbia Region that are
working on issues related to farmland
protection. As this is not an exhaustive
list of local partners, further research
is recommended to determine other
existing organizations in the region that
are connected to agricultural issues.

Local Partners

Founded in 1977 and previously called
the Hood River Valley Residents
Committee, Thrive Hood River’s
mission is to protect Hood River’s
farms, forests, special wild places,
and the livability of its cities and
rural communities through advocacy,
education, and monitoring of land use
processes and decisions.70

Why do local partners’ matter to
farmland protection?
It is important to understand the
organizations in the Mid-Columbia
Region that work on issues surrounding
farmland protection to assess gaps and
opportunities in farmland conservation.
An established network of local
organizations providing complimentary
and coordinated services to farmers
and ranchers is crucial to the vitality
of farming communities. With clear
coordination, local partners can ensure

Thrive Hood River

Gorge Grown Food Network
The Gorge Grown Food Network
(GGFN) aims to build an inclusive,
resilient regional food system that
improves the health and well-being
of our community.71 GGFN’s work

includes a farmers market network, a
veggie prescription program, a school
garden network, food and business
incubator, and food producer working
groups.

Oregon State University
Extension
OSU Extension has locations in every
county in Oregon, including Wasco,
Sherman, and Hood River Counties, as
well as the Mid-Columbia Agricultural
Research and Extension Center in Hood
River. The Mid-Columbia Agricultural
Research and Extension Center is
administered by the OSU College of
Agricultural Sciences, with a mission
of conducting research and outreach
to support the tree fruit industry in the
Mid-Columbia Region, for long term
economic, environmental, and social
sustainability.72 The OSU Extension also
offers educational courses and resources
on estate and succession planning. The
OSU Extension in Hood River County
works to provide educational workshops,
activities, and services tailored to the
unique industries, natural resources,
and people in our communities.73
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Soil and Water Conservation
Districts
The Hood River Soil and Water
Conservation District (HRSWCD) helps
landowners, managers, and residents
identify, understand and correct or
prevent threats to natural resources.74
HRSWCD operates on a voluntary and
non-regulatory basis. Their programs
are primarily related to improving or
conserving natural resources. Current
projects include riparian planting,
irrigation updates, and groundwater
monitoring. The HRSWCD also
provides technical and financial
assistance to landowners, managers,
community members, and educators,
and maintains strong relationships with
conservation partners. According to
their website, Hood River SWCD does
not have any programs directly related
to farmland protection.
The mission of the Wasco County
Soil and Water Conservation District
is to work cooperatively with others to
promote and encourage conservation
and wise use of natural resources.75
The district is supported in natural
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resource conservation efforts by the
residents of Wasco County, the USDA
Natural
Resources
Conservation
Service (NRCS), Wasco County area
Watershed Councils, and by the Oregon
Department of Agriculture.
The Sherman County Soil and Water
Conservation District strives to promote
and protect the natural resources of
not only Sherman County, but also all
the areas included in their watershed
drainages.76 The SCSWCD provides
technical assistance and education to
the community, including overseeing
a scholarship program for Sherman
County youth, cropland erosion control
projects, and riparian planting projects.
They also oversee NRCS programs,
including the Environmental Quality
Incentive Program, the Wildlife
Habitat Incentive Program, and the
Conservation Stewardship Program.

Northwest Rangeland Trust
Formerly the Oregon Rangeland Trust,
the Northwest Rangeland Trust is a
nonprofit 501(c)3 organization that
helps Oregon, Washington, and Idaho
farm and ranch landowners protect

and preserve the long-term viability
of their ecologically significant private
lands.77 While they do not currently
hold any conservation easements in the
Mid-Columbia Region, the Northwest
Rangeland Trust works throughout
Washington, Oregon, and Idaho.
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THREATS TO AGRICULTURAL LAND
Efficient microsprinkler irrigation on Lavoie Orchards in Hood River County.
Credit: USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service photo by Tracy Robillard

96

The real concern is that the land
which is really good land with water is
not going to be replaced anywhere else.
It is just going to leave the production
unit of our area, and my fear is once that
starts, it’s very difficult to stop.”
- Mike Omeg
Farm Producer of Orchard
View Farms, Hood River
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THREATS TO
AGRICULTURAL LAND
Threats to agriculture
are complex and
interconnected in the
Mid-Columbia Region.
There are several
overlapping economic,
demographic, and
resource trends placing
considerable strain on
the agriculture industry.

areas, which can lower the economic
viability of farming operations and
motivate farm producers to subdivide
and sell their land to developers.
•

•

Climate change, water accessibility,
soil erosion, and wildfires all
threaten the continued productivity
of agriculture in the Mid-Columbia
Region.

•

Variable commodity prices and
larger economic stressors, including
access to labor and markets, continue
to create high levels of risk for many
farmers.

•

The aging farm producer population

Key takeaways
•
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Population growth and rising housing
prices have put pressure on local
governments to expand their urban
growth boundaries into rural areas.
This has contributed to increasing
land values in many agricultural

Inadequate regulatory protections
and enforcement have led to an
increase of non-farm uses on
agricultural land. Even farmrelated uses such as agritourism can
contribute to farmland conversion
and urban/rural conflicts when not
well managed.

could lead to challenges with
generational transition, loss of
institutional
knowledge,
and
agricultural network breakdown.
•

Rising land costs have made it
challenging for new farmers to
purchase land and for established
farmers to expand.

Introduction
Threats to agriculture are complex and
interconnected in the Mid-Columbia
Region. As noted in the History,
Economic, and Demographic section
as well as the Agricultural Resource
section, there are several overlapping
economic, demographic, and resource
trends placing considerable strain on
the agriculture industry over the last
few decades. Although many threats
are related, analyzing them within
the following threats framework

can help identify more precise areas
at risk, and lay the foundation for
targeted recommendations.
These categories are not fully distinct
from one another, and some threats
may impact more than one. For

example, agritourism may threaten
the agricultural network or land
base but may increase the economic
viability of the agricultural operation
for the individual. In these cases, it
is important to balance the various
needs of farms, farmers, and farming

Threats Framework
1. Farms/Ranches
Threats under this category impact the land base and other natural
resources that are necessary for agriculture

2. Farmers/Ranchers
Threats under this category impact the economic viability of
agriculture for individuals

3. Farming/Ranching
Threats under this category impact regional economies, community
livelihoods and the social network

to come to the optimal outcome that
preserves land and community while
ensuring that agriculture remains
economically viable for the individual.
In the following pages we detail threats
to agriculture in the Mid-Columbia
Region and consider how threats may
connect with one another. This list is
not exhaustive and does not diminish
the significance of other threats that
agricultural communities face. However,
the following threats are derived
from an analysis of the demographic,
economic, and resource conditions in
the Mid-Columbia Region, and further
informed from direct community
engagement (survey, focus group, and
interviews) with farm producers and
local agricultural organizations. We
also provide recommendations for OAT
to address these threats.
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THREATS TO
FARMS AND RANCHES
Development Pressures

Figure 41

Areas at Risk for Real Estate Development

Development Pressures can
lead to land conversion, farm
fragmentation, and loss of
critical mass.
What is it? As housing prices and the
cost-of-living increase, there is pressure
to expand the urban growth boundary
and convert farmland for commercial,
industrial or residential development.
Who or what is most at risk? Farms
of Hood River County and farms in
parts of Wasco County
Why does it matter? Rising demand
raises the price of land, making it
difficult for farmers to buy or expand,
especially if the price exceeds the land’s
earning potential from agricultural
uses. As farmland converts to nonagricultural
uses,
fragmentation
occurs. Fragmentation may encourage
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Source: National Resource Ecology Lab, Colorado State University, 2000-2030

“People are always
wanting to expand
the Urban Growth
Boundaries and the more
we do that, the more
farmland we’re going to
lose.”
- Eastern Oregon wheat
and cattle rancher
other landowners to sell, which can
have cascading negative impacts. For
example, development or conversion
to non-agricultural uses can weaken
the agricultural network (an important
source of mutual support and assistance)
and eliminate the critical economic mass
necessary to preserve support services
necessary for the success of agricultural
operations.1

Not surprisingly, the areas of current
and future development risk correlate
with areas of farm loss and existing
urban and suburban settlement. Hood
River County faces the largest risk of
development and conversion from farm
to other uses (see the Economics section
for more details). More than one percent
of the county is at risk of some type
of development. Many of these areas
are in or near Nationally Significant
agricultural land, as identified by
American Farmland Trust, and high
value farmland soils, as identified by the
Oregon Department of Agriculture. The
threat of development on agricultural
lands is less severe overall in Wasco and
Sherman Counties. However, Wasco
County faces a significant localized
risk of farm conversion in the area to
the west and southeast of The Dalles,
as well as moderate risks 10-20 miles to
the southeast and south of The Dalles.

When asked about the biggest threat to
agriculture in the region, many farmer
producers and ranchers identified
development pressures. The agricultural
community perceives and experiences
this pressure in different ways. Some
community members AG engaged
identified the growing population,
the subsequent need for housing, and
the possibility of a UGB expansion
as primary components driving this
pressure.
“People are always wanting to expand
the Urban Growth Boundaries and the
more we do that, the more farmland
we’re going to lose.” - Eastern Oregon
wheat and cattle rancher
“Housing is a huge need.” - Joel Pelayo,
Farm Producer of Next Door Raíces,
Hood River
As discussed in the earlier sections of
the report, Hood River County balances
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a unique blend of secondary homes,
forests, and commercial orchards
(see the Economics section for more
details). Several community members
pointed to how local municipalities are
managing growth and strategizing for
affordable housing as influential factors
of how development pressure will affect
the accessibility and network of the
agricultural land base.

of irreplaceable agricultural land.

“[Hood River] wants to take the easy
route and not do the hard work to
make things happen...they’re gobbling
up farmland that they think is cheap,
which is going to be cheap [now].”
- Erick Von Lubken, Farm Owner of
Von Lubken Farms, Hood River

An additional concern we heard was
related to retirement. Farm and ranch
owners currently are guaranteeing their
properties stay working land by leasing
and not selling it, which can further
prevent transition and access to land for
beginning farmers.

“The City of The Dalles just
announced a change [to increase
the] density of housing. So, the
housing crisis is going to put a lot of
pressure on these agricultural lands.”
- Mike Omeg, Farm Producer of
Orchard View Farms, Hood River

“We lease a lot of orchards because
either the landowner does not want to
deal with all the rules, or they want to
retire but [do] not want to sell land.” Survey response by farm producer or
rancher

Engagement participants voiced the
varying impacts of the pressures of
converting agricultural land throughout
our engagement. One concern is the loss
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The real concern is that the land which
is really good land with water is not
going to be replaced anywhere else. It
is just going to leave the production
unit of our area and my fear is once that
starts, it’s very difficult to stop.” - Mike
Omeg, Farm Producer of Orchard View
Farms, Hood River

Land Use Conflicts
and Agritourism
Inadequate regulatory
protections have allowed the
increase of non-farm uses
on agricultural land including
less agriculturally productive
“hobby farms”, second homes,
and short-term rentals. Even
farm-related uses such as
agritourism can contribute to
farmland conversion and urban/
rural conflicts when not well
managed.
What is it? While Oregon’s statewide
land use program slows the pace of
development, it does not create airtight
protections for agricultural lands (see
Land Protection Measures section for
more details). The program allows 60
uses within Exclusive Farm Use zones,
many of which may not be related
to farming (e.g., nonfarm dwellings,
solar power generating facilities,
wineries, and agritourism).2 Even when
a use is prevented, violations may go
unaddressed.3

Figure 42
Mid-Columbia Region Agritourism, Recreation, and Lodging Use
Approvals, 2008-2017

Source: Oregon DLCD, 2016-2017 Oregon Farm and Forest Report

Who or what is most at risk? Farms
and farmers in Hood River County
Why does it matter? Non-farm or
marginally farm-related uses adjacent to

agricultural land can lead to urban/rural
conflicts including, but not limited to,
traffic issues (tractor vs. car conflicts),
noise, and trespassing. In the survey,

“The main threat in this
area is tourism. People
want to move up here
so that they can have a
place to relax, and it’s
usually their second
or third home, and so
they’ve driven up the
price of that land, which
has driven up the price of
agricultural land.”
- Jennifer Euwer, Farm
Owner of Valley Crest
Orchards, Hood River
four farm and ranch operators spoke to
this pressure being one of the biggest
threats to an agricultural producer.
One highlighted that farming next to
“tourist neighbors” is what creates some
of these tensions. These conflicts, and
others, can reduce the ability of farmers/
ranchers to run a successful operation.4
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“There are a lot of reasons why people
think living next to agriculture is
pleasant until they find out that we’re
actually a business... people assume
they can wander onto and around my
orchard. They take for granted that
they can watch our operation. But if
we do something they don’t like or
understand, then we’re a problem.”
- Jennifer Euwer, Farm Owner of Valley
Crest Orchards, Hood River
Agricultural organizations are also
seeing an increase of people who can
afford to buy 5-10 acres of farmland,
but don’t have existing knowledge of
farming. At the same time, local farmers
have the knowledge, but cannot afford to
purchase the land. Over time, this can
break down the agricultural network
and reduce the economic viability of
agricultural operations. Several farmer
producers and ranchers who responded
to AG’s survey indicated that increase of
agritourism and high-earning residents
has driven agricultural land prices up.
Zoning on its own is not enough to
protect against development pressures,
as can be seen in the rise of second homes
and hobby farms (see the Existing Land
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Protection Measures section for more
details on the impact of zoning). On
the other hand, supplemental income
streams have become a lifeline for
many farmers, especially agritourism
in Hood River County. The 35-mile
Fruit Loop that runs through the Hood
River Valley, for example, hosts 29
farming operations who offer a variety
of produce, wines, flowers, ciders, and
food to visitors.5 During engagement,
AG heard from many farm producers
and ranchers who pursue a second job to
acquire additional income and/or health
insurance. Some need these additional
positions and ventures to afford their
mortgage or to access loans.
“If you’re a family farm who’s making
land payments, which I am... you’ve
got to be creative to pay a living wage
for your people and to make your land
payment.” - Trina McAlexander, Farm
Owner of Mt. View Orchards, Hood
River
However,
violations
of
allowed
supplemental enterprises are not
uncommon
and
contribute
to
agricultural land degradation. Farm
producers and members of agricultural

organizations stated that while having
commercial ventures is permitted, the
size of the buildings makes it harder
to farm nearby and it also changes the
nature of the area.

Conflicting Plans
and Policies
Environmental, recreational,
energy, and economic priorities,
if at odds with agricultural
needs, can burden agricultural
operations and limit productivity.
What is it? Counties, cities, districts,
and agencies may have priorities for
economic development, recreation,
the environment, and other issues that
conflict with agricultural needs or
concerns.
Who or what is most at risk? Farms
across the Mid-Columbia Region
Why does it matter? Competing
and uncoordinated priorities can put
pressure on limited resources, including
water and Nationally Significant
agricultural land. Prioritizing other

“I don’t see it a lot [of
windmills] in our county
but our neighboring
county is just covered
with windmills.”
- Eastern Oregon wheat
and cattle rancher

A wind farm operated by PGE helps to power the region with sustainable energy from the "Wind
Belt" of Sherman County, Oregon. Source: Sherman County.

issues in a manner that negatively
impacts farming can leave farmers
and ranchers feeling unsupported and
further burdened by regulation. It can
also impact the long-term choices they

make for their agricultural businesses.
The
Mid-Columbia
Economic
Development District (MCEDD) has
identified target agriculture-adjacent

industries that (1) rely on the success
of
agriculture
(agriculture-related
manufacturing and tourism), and (2)
could potentially threaten agriculture
(tourism, recreation, renewable energy)
if not conducted in a careful manner.
All three counties currently produce
renewable energy from wind, solar,
and dams. However, energy production
facilities can remove high quality
farmland from production. Many wind
energy installations are already located
on farmland along the Columbia Gorge
due to the large open landscapes made
possible by EFU zoning.6 For example,
Hood River County has a goal to produce
50 percent of the county‘s energy needs
from local energy sources by 2050.7
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“I don’t see it a lot [of windmills] in our
county but our neighboring county is
just covered with windmills.” - Eastern
Oregon wheat and cattle rancher
However, renewable energy does not
have to be at odds with agriculture. Wind
farms, for example, can be integrated
into the agricultural landscape with low
levels of farmland loss and can offer
a welcome supplemental income to
farming communities.
Stakeholders in the focus group noted
that solar panels affect water runoff
patterns; the increase of impervious
surfaces can lead to more runoff in some
areas, less in others depending on the
angle of the surface and the topography
of the land. Conflicting priorities within
the county can lead to confusion and
further loss and degradation of farmland
as well as loss of supporting industries.
The Columbia River Gorge Natural
Scenic Area (NSA) priorities may also
conflict with agriculture. The National
Scenic Area Act includes directives
to protect and enhance recreation
resources in the Columbia River Gorge
and may allow agricultural land to be
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converted to recreation development.8
Moreover, other environmental and
wildlife protection measures can
also conflict with agriculture, due
to competing water needs or other
competition for the same space.

Climate change threatens the
productivity of the region’s
agricultural lands.

precipitation cycles can lead to drought,
more frequent wildfires, and lower levels
of ecological diversity. While some crops
may benefit from warmer weather and
increasing CO2, the majority of crops
grown in the region are more sensitive
to climate change (see the Resources
section for more detail on climate change
impacts). Overall, climate change
threatens the Mid-Columbia Region’s
ability to support healthy, diverse, and
sustainable agriculture.

What is it? Modern climate change is
the long-term change in climate patterns
as a result of human activity. These
changing patterns manifest on a local
level in the form of shifting seasonal
weather, for example, longer and hotter
summers, shorter and drier winters,
and increasing weather volatility and
variability.

When asked about climate change, many
stakeholders AG engaged acknowledged
the impact it has on agriculture and
stated their concern on how it will impact
farming operations in the future. Some
farm producers already experiencing the
impacts of climate change highlight this
as a reason to support the protection of
agricultural lands.

Who or what is most at risk? Farms
with tree fruits, berries, livestock range,
and irrigation-reliant crops

“Climate change is obvious at my
location, affects what we grow now
and in the future, and makes keeping
ag[ricultural] land protected from
commercial uses more important than
ever for the generations following me.”
- Survey response by farm producer or
rancher

Climate Change

Why does it matter? Climate changes
can impact habitat, natural resources,
and community livelihoods. Warmer
temperatures and less predictable

“Climate change is obvious at my location, affects what
we grow now and in the future, and makes keeping
ag[ricultural] land protected from commercial uses
more important than ever for the generations following
me.”
- Survey response by farm producer or rancher
One of the biggest climate change
impacts identified by farm producers
and ranchers is the prevalence of
wildfires. Participants in the focus
group discussed how the increased
recreation activity along the river in
Sherman County has also increased the
risk of potential wildfires.
“The biggest threat is wildfire and
climate change… there is pretty big
drought right now and it’s affecting
crops in the summer, unpredictable
moisture [is a component of that].”
- Eastern Oregon wheat and cattle
rancher
Producers work to offset the impacts
of their operations because of how
important the environment is to their

work. Some have been participating in
carbon sequestration for years while
others work to reduce emissions in
other ways. For a variety of strategies,
producers are supportive of learning
and doing more to minimize their
operation’s environmental impact.

Water Quantity
and Availability
Many farmers worry about their
ability to access enough water
to continue their operations.
What is it? The region’s limited water
resources are not being optimally
utilized due to inefficient and outdated
delivery, on-farm use, management
practices, and storage of irrigated water.9

Who or what is most at risk? Farms
and farmers in the Mid-Columbia
Region
Why does it matter? Many farms rely
on reservoirs and irrigation to meet their
water needs. During dry seasons and
unpredictable rains, it is important that
farmers have access to water to grow their
crops and maintain their livelihoods.
Development patterns, water rights,
and outdated irrigation systems have
further complicated access to irrigated
lands that are often considered highvalue (see the Resources section for
more detail on these subjects).
“The water that the irrigation districts
apply to that land, it can’t be transferred
anywhere else because of completely
archaic Western water laws. It’s just
gone. It can’t be reallocated to other
growers...we can’t say ‘well, we’re going
to now expand our District Boundary
or Water District Boundary to include
this…” - Mike Omeg, Farm Producer of
Orchard View Farms, Hood River
Access to water is a primary concern
— echoed throughout all engagement
sessions by various stakeholders.
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Members of agricultural organizations
highlighted that water quantity and
quality has been an increasing concern
for farmers and ranchers they work
with. Those who lease or those with
new water rights who don’t benefit
from prior appropriation face additional
difficulties in accessing the water they
need.
“Sometimes there’s not sufficient
water...always need water” - Joel Pelayo,
Farm Producer of Next Door Raíces,
Hood River
“...You’ll be able to water if you have a
well that was basically grandfathered in
that you can irrigate with, then you’re
set. But as far as development and
getting new ground, you won’t be able
to.” - Abbie Forrest, Farm Owner of
Forrest Cattle and Hay, Wasco

Soil Erosion
Soil erosion needs to be
carefully managed to ensure
the long term productivity of
agriculture in the region.
What is it? While the Mid-Columbia
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Region has some of Oregon’s best
soils for agriculture, erosion caused by
stormwater and irrigation runoff, wind,
and streambank deterioration are all
significant concerns.
Who or what is most at risk? Farms
within the Mid-Columbia Region, but
especially those in Sherman County
Why does it matter? Quality soils
are extremely important for crop
productivity, water and air quality,
biodiversity, and carbon sequestration.
Without a healthy soil base, farmers
in these three counties will not be able
to continue providing the high quality
products that are associated with the
Mid-Columbia Region. Erosion causes
the loss of important nutrients such
as nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium,
and calcium. Erosion typically occurs
on topsoil, where most soil nutrients
are stored. One metric ton of quality
non-eroded topsoil averages 2.2 to 13.2
pounds of nitrogen, 2.2 to 6.6 pounds
of phosphorus, and 4.4 to 66.1 pounds
of potassium. Comparatively, newly
classified topsoil on eroded land has
an average nitrogen content of only
0.2 to 1.1 pounds per metric ton10. To

combat this issue, extensive amounts
of commercial fertilizer are applied to
enhance degraded nutrients in the soil.
While this alternative is very effective,
it is also expensive and long-term use
of commercial fertilizer can be harmful
to soil, air, and water quality.11 Soil
organic matter is also heavily impacted
by erosion as most organic matter is
found on the surface of soil making it
vulnerable to wind and water runoff.
The presence of organic matter is vital for
replenishing nutrients and maintaining
a strong soil structure.12 Soil structure is
critical for water infiltration and overall
agricultural productivity.
Nearly 70 percent of farmland in
Sherman County is affected by erosion.13
While in Wasco county, over 90 percent
of dryland cropland uses no-till or direct
seed methods, only 13 percent of land
used for wheat production in Sherman
County uses no-till or direct seed.14

Wildfire
Wildfires are increasing in
frequency and severity.
What

is

it?

Climate

change

is

Figure 43

Mid-Columbia Region Wildfire Risk Level

contributing to changing seasons and
drought conditions throughout the
region, increasing the risk of wildfire.
Who or what is most at risk? Forests
on the eastern slopes of the Cascades
are at highest risk of wildfire. However,
farms have moderate to high levels
of risk as well, particularly in Wasco
and Sherman Counties. Across the
region, more than 50 percent of land
within Exclusive Farm Use zones
are at moderate to very high risk of
wildfire. Many of these higher risk ag
lands correlate with areas at high risk
of drought as well. Agricultural lands
at low to very low risk (25 percent of
all EFU zoned land) are often areas
of Nationally Significant agricultural
land, as designated by the American
Farmland Trust.

Source: U.S. Forest Service; Oregon Department of Land Conservation and Development, 2018

Why does it matter? Wildfires can
negatively impact agricultural land and
farming operations by destroying crops,
decreasing water quality in reservoirs,
closing down transportation routes,
and destroying homes and production
facilities. Wildfires can also put
agricultural communities and workers
at risk, both during the wildfire event
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The Eagle Creek fire along the
Washington–Oregon border in 2017 is
one example of the damage that wildfires
have caused in the region in recent years.
It led to the closure of Interstate Highway
84, a major transportation route, “likely
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increasing shipping costs and creating
negative economic impacts on tourism
and regional small businesses.”17
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In the past 20 years, the wildfire season
is lasting longer, fires are getting bigger,
and the average acres burned has
increased. The intensifying fires are due
in part to climate change, as warmer,
drier seasons create favorable conditions
for fires.15 Wildfire seasons from 2002 to
2010 experienced an average of 320,153
acres burned. Wildfire seasons from
2011 to 2020 saw this average more
than double (661,562 acres), despite a
historically mild 2019 wildfire season.16

Figure 44
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itself and the associated health exposure
impacts. Depending on the agricultural
operation, the magnitude of wildfire
impact varies. Losing ranch land means
the rancher must supplement forage
with hay, which is an increased expense.
If a wheat field is burned, then the
farmer loses a whole season’s harvest.
If an orchard is burned, the farmer has
likely lost eight to 10 years of crops and
may lose the farm completely.

THREATS TO
FARMERS/RANCHERS
Decreasing Margins
Farm-related expenses are
increasing while agricultural net
income remains low.
What is it? Farm-related expenses —
including labor, equipment, seed, and
land — are increasing both in inflationadjusted dollars and as a percentage of
total farm expenses. Meanwhile, net
income is decreasing in many areas.
Who or what is most at risk? Farmers
with small, medium-sized, and familyowned farms; Farming in Hood River
due to rising land values and expensive
housing markets.
Why does it matter? As farm-related
expenses increase at a faster rate than
agricultural prices, already tight
margins decrease further, particularly
if farmers cannot access additional
markets. If they are unable to maintain

profitable operations, farmers and
ranchers may choose to sell their land
or utilize their land for non-agricultural
purposes. The economic viability
of agricultural businesses therefore
influences several other factors that may
threaten agricultural lands, including
development and conversion to nonagricultural uses. It also contributes to
trends toward consolidation, which can
help or hurt local farming communities
under different circumstances. Others
may view farmland consolidation as a
way to increase profitability through
economies of scale. However, the ability
to access additional land is challenging,
and land values have been rising faster
than incomes, meaning that farmers
would need to take on considerably
higher amounts of debt to purchase new
land. 43 percent of farm producers and
ranchers responded in the survey that
the projected capacity of the land to
generate income was the most important

factor that affects land affordability (see
Appendix B for a complete graph of this
ranking).
In
these
environments,
large
corporations,
and
Real
Estate
Investment Trusts (REITs) may seek
opportunities to buy out local farmers,
which can be detrimental to the
community if ownership by entities that
are not operating the farm negatively
impacts
employment
prospects,
community networks, or the treatment
of the land. Out of state ownership can
also decrease community equity as folks
in the community do not own the land
to leverage for other investment. Outof-state corporations and REITs lease
the land to local farmers who take on all
the risk while the income from the lease
goes to out-of-state owners.
“Even though [our acreage] seems like
that’s so huge, we are tiny. Compared
to the big guys, so to speak, up in
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Washington that farm 12,000 acres
and are funded by pension funds and
insurance investors...we’re dwarfed in
comparison to them...the big guys...they
just want to buy it because a lot of their
plan is [about]...having the land asset
be on their balance sheet. We don’t
have that...we need other ways to help
families and help farming stay small.” Mike Omeg, Farm Producer of Orchard
View Farms, Hood River
Nine out of 21 farm producers and
ranchers who responded to the survey
identified the impacts of increasing costs
and the difficulty faced trying to make
a profit when asked about the primary
threat to their operation. Other farm
producers referenced the unchanging
price of their products as a contributing
factor for this difficulty.
“What we got paid last year for
our commercial pears is about
the same [as] my grandfather
got paid for them back [then].”
- Trina McAlexander, Farm Owner of
Mt. View Orchards, Hood River
Some producers have more success
through consolidation. These tend to be
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larger operations with existing resources
that merge their operations with smaller
ones.
“Our model is truly to be a professionally
managed family farm. We have grown
by integrating other families into our
business and bringing their teams
along with them, in many cases, and
keeping it in the family. That’s super
critical to us. So, we lease family land,
and we operate the family land in order
to continue that land in agriculture.”
- Mike Omeg, Farm Producer of
Orchard View Farms, Hood River
Different farm producers have different
feelings about this business model —
whether it is positive or negative or
if it makes land less accessible. Farm
producers also pointed out that it is
increasingly costly to begin farming.
Since 1997, market value of sold
products per farm has decreased in
Sherman and Wasco Counties. Labor
costs are particularly high in Hood
River and Wasco Counties, and the
cost of seed has increased considerably
across the region — 176 percent in
Wasco County and 73 percent in Wasco

County on a per farm basis. Many
operations in Hood River are orchards,
which farm producers have noted as
having high-input values required to
produce the quality and quantity needed
as compared to annual crops (see the

“The initial cost of
trying to start is pretty
devastating. You don’t
realize how expensive
equipment is until you
start buying it.”
- Abbie Forrest, Farm
Owner of Forrest Cattle
and Hay, Wasco
People and Economics sections for
more detail). These financial pressures,
along with declining net income, can
lead farmers to make difficult choices
about their operations.

Access to Labor
Many agricultural producers
are struggling to find and retain
agricultural workers at rates
they can afford.
What is it? Agricultural workers — fulltime, seasonal, and migrant workers—
are critical to the success of more than 40
percent of farms and ranches across the
region.18 However, regulatory barriers
and lack of workforce and affordable
housing can make it more difficult for
agricultural workers to live near many
farm operations (see the People section
for more detail). Overall, this can impact
the ability of farm producers to reliably
access labor.
Who or what is most at risk? Farming
in Hood River (housing affordability
and high labor needs), Wasco County
(labor needs), and agricultural workers
Why does it matter? Changes to the
supply and cost of labor have enormous
implications for farm operations (see
the Economics section for more detail)
lack of affordable and nearby housing
can negatively impact the quality of life

for agricultural workers. This dynamic
can limit the labor pool and push
labor costs up — and can also add to
operational costs for producers that try
to compensate for high worker cost of
living with various supportive services
(e.g., onsite housing for workers and
their families).
With rising labor costs and a growing
housing crisis, many producers struggle
to find and retain agricultural workers
at rates they can afford, decreasing the
viability of their operation. In an openended survey question, six of 21 farm
producers and ranchers highlighted
labor as one of the major challenges
to their operation, and five out of 18
respondents said that labor is one of
the biggest challenges to agriculture
in the broader Mid-Columbia Region.
Additionally, stakeholders in the focus
group touched on how the lack of
labor and cost of labor are some of the
primary challenges of the farmers they
work with.
As these costs continue to rise, farmers
may increasingly look to shift to
operational methods and technologies
that are less labor intensive, which could

threaten the livelihoods of seasonal
and migrant agricultural workers.
International relations and restricting
regulations have further complicated
access to labor, as mentioned in several
survey responses, interviews, and the
focus group.
“Our employees who work for us are
really good and have a lot of skills. They
have a lot of technology skills and [are
able] to do a lot of things. And a lot of
people with skills like that would like
to make more money than a farm can
pay, so we’re really fortunate...I’d like
to pay more. And then finding people,
especially seasonal workers, is pretty
difficult.” - Eastern Oregon wheat and
cattle rancher

Access to Markets
If access to critical services
and markets breaks down,
producers might be motivated
to sell their operations.
What is it? Agricultural producers
need access to markets in order to
sell their products. While some farms
utilize direct-to-consumer methods,
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others rely on processing and packing
facilities.
Who or what is most at risk? Farmers
with small to medium farm operations
Why does it matter? When access to
markets breaks down, farmers are no
longer able to maintain the viability of
their operation. If already low margins
decrease, farmers may be motivated to
sell or consolidate.
Large farms have greater access to
markets and can make deals with
grocery stores and sellers that are often
unavailable to small or medium-sized
farms because they may lack sufficient
leverage to negotiate prices with sellers.
Medium-sized farmers especially may
operate above the direct-to-consumer
level of smaller farms but not be large
enough to sustain their operations when
competing with larger farms (see the
Resources section for more detail).
“So as in any market, the smaller price I
am of the overall market, the less power
I have to control anything and so those
of us who are medium-sized orchardists
have less and less power” - Jennifer
Euwer, Farm Owner of Valley Crest
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Orchards, Hood River
Fragmentation due to development
pressures as well as non-farm use
on agricultural land, can reduce the
critical mass necessary to maintain
farm operations. For example, Hood
River County has access to four packing
houses for the fruit industry. If that
number drops to two, they would
likely be unable to sustain operations.19
Several community members pointed to
the instability of existing and changing
economies of scale.
“There needs to be an economy of scale
for the fruit industry — we have 15,000
acres of tree fruits in Hood River
County, three packing houses in Odel,
1 in WA.” — Erick Von Lubken, Farm
Owner of Von Lubken Farms, Hood
River

“Agriculture has
changed rapidly. The
economies of scale are
very different, you know,
you can’t farm 300 acres
of wheat and expect to
have any livelihood for
your family off that.”
- Mike Omeg, Farm
Producer of Orchard
View Farms, Hood River

THREATS TO
FARMING/RANCHING
Transitioning Ownership
The aging farm producer
population could lead to
challenges with generational
transitions, loss of institutional
knowledge, and agricultural
network breakdown.
What is it? As current farm producers
reach
retirement
age,
farming
communities face a period of transition.
Some farmers have an internal family
succession plan in place to keep their
land in agricultural use — but many
others may be weighing various options
for the future of their land, including
selling to support their retirement.
Who or what is most at risk? Farmers
without a succession plan that will affect
the farms and farming throughout the
Mid-Columbia Region
Why does it matter? As farms change

hands there is a greater opportunity for
farmland conversion, loss of institutional
knowledge, and a breakdown of
community. Given the financial barriers
to access land — which can prevent
younger generations from becoming
farmers — corporations and REITs may
be more likely to benefit from unplanned
transitions. Moreover, other financial
stressors associated with declining farm
profitability may lead retiring farmers to
choose more lucrative options, such as
selling to developers who may take the
land out of agricultural use.
Compared to the rest of the state, the
Mid-Columbia Region had the highest
percentage of properties purchased
by out-of-state buyers (14 percent),
and corporate ownership (25 percent)
between 2010 and 2015.20 Ownership
structure varies widely across the region
— but a common trend is that familyowned farms comprise a majority of

total farms but a minority of total farm
acreage. This gap is largest in Hood
River and Wasco Counties, where
family-owned farms are 65 percent
and 82 percent of total operations, but
only 23 percent and 33 percent of total
acreage, respectively.
Roughly one-fourth of farm producers
and ranchers who responded to our
survey indicated that they do not have
a succession plan. However, other
studies have suggested as many as 80
percent of Oregon farmers may not
have a succession plan.21 As the average
age of farm operators and principal
producers in each county is over 55,
this is particularly concerning for the
sustainability of many operations.
Stakeholders in the focus group
referenced that in the last decade, many
aging farmers have sold to wealthy nonag residents or to state agencies.
“There’s definitely an aging population
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of farmers. And I don’t necessarily know
if the next generation of farmers feel
compelled to grow food — either want
[to farm], can’t afford land in the Hood
River Valley, are willing to work multiple
jobs to be able to do it, or are willing to
take risks.” - Trina McAlexander, Farm
Owner of Mt. View Orchards, Hood
River
More than 80 percent of our survey
respondents identified neighbors or
other farms as who they are most likely
to turn to for help, and as this land
develops or changes ownership, these
social networks can break down.
“Again, they lease their land out...
generational change happened when the
previous generation died. Some of the
siblings said, ‘Well, we’re going to lease
this land out.” But what happened is
that some of the siblings sold this piece
of ground right across the street. - Mike
Omeg, Farm Producer of Orchard View
Farms, Hood River
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Land Affordability
and Supply
Rising land costs have made it
challenging for new farmers to purchase
land and for established farmers to
expand.
What is it? Development pressure has
inflated the value of land and constricted
supply.
Who or what is most at risk? New or
BIPOC farmers, farming and farms in
the Mid-Columbia Region, particularly
in Hood River County
Why does it matter? Rising land
costs can make it challenging for
new farmers to purchase agricultural
land and for established farmers to
expand their operations. Non-white
communities and interested farmers
may face particularly difficult barriers
to accessing land, which can exacerbate
economic inequality and reinforce
longstanding trends of exclusion. The
trend toward farm fragmentation
throughout the Mid-Columbia Region,
along with decreasing farm sizes, may
limit opportunities for profitable farm

operations, even for those who can
afford to purchase land (see the History,
Demographics, and Economics section
for more details.)
An overwhelming majority of farm
producers and ranchers responded that
purchase price of land was the most
important (52 percent) or second most
important (43 percent) factor that affects
land affordability (see Appendix B for a
complete graph of this ranking). One
stakeholder in the focus group spoke of
how Hood River County currently has
some of the most expensive farmland in
the state which makes it hard for farmers
to access.
New farmers are struggling to access
land due to the high costs of land and
limited financing options. Potential
farmers may also not know how to go
about purchasing agricultural land.
“There’s big, big chunks of land that
doesn’t get sold very often and when
they do get sold, it’s, you know, the
farmer who already has 6,000 acres of
wheat buys it and not somebody else...I
mean, unless you have a family who has
been in it for the last hundred years,

you’re not going to become a wheat
farmer in Wasco County, or unless you
have your millions of dollars...” - Abbie
Forrest, Farm Owner of Forrest Cattle
and Hay, Wasco
Additionally, non-white farmers and
communities are underrepresented in
agricultural land ownership. Hundreds
of years of oppression and preferential
treatment of white Americans has led
to present day barriers that further
complicates the ability of non-white
farmers to access land (see History,
Demographics, and Economics section
for more details). These farmers, who
are more likely to lease their land instead
of owning, face additional challenges of
safety and permanence.
“Not feeling safe on land...going to be
asked to leave...Not having a sense of
land ownership...having to move to a
different location” - Joel Pelayo, Farm
Producer of Next Door Raíces, Hood
River

117

Threats

SECTION ENDNOTES
1

Shackelford, A. (2019). Death by 1000 Cuts: A 10-Point Plan to Protect Oregon’s Farmland. 1000 Friends of Oregon. Retrieved from: https://friends.org/sites/default/
files/2020-06/Death%20By%201000%20Cuts_2020.pdf

2

Shackelford, A. (2019). Death by 1000 Cuts

3

Shackelford, A. (2019). Death by 1000 Cuts

4

Shackelford, A. (2019). Death by 1000 Cuts

5

Welcome to Hood River Fruit Loop. (n.d.). Hood River Fruit Loop. Retrieved May 29, 2021 from https://hoodriverfruitloop.com/

6

Oregon Department of Land Conservation and Development. (2020). Oregon Farm & Forest Land Use Report 2018-2019. Retrieved from https://www.oregon.gov/lcd/About/
Pages/Publications.aspx?wp8845=se:%22land+use%22

7

Brun, B., Giordano, J., Higgins, C., McBride, K., Perkins, L., Roberts, J. (2018). Hood River County Energy Plan. Hood River County Energy Plan Steering Committee.
Retrieved from: http://hrccd.co.hood-river.or.us/images/uploads/documents/Hood-River-Energy-Plan_6-18-18.pdf

8

Columbia River Gorge Commission and USDA Forest Service. (2020). Management Plan for the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area. Retrieved from: http://www.
gorgecommission.org/images/uploads/pages/Revised_Management_Plan.pdf

9

Natural Resources Conservation Service. (2019, September 30). Hood River County Natural Resources Conservation Service Strategic Plan: 2015 - 2025. United States
Department of Agriculture. Retrieved from: https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/or/programs/?cid=nrcs142p2_044025

10

Pimentel, D., & Burgess, M. (2013). Soil erosion threatens food production. Agriculture, 3(3), 443-463.

11

Motavalli, P. P., Goyne, K. W., & Udawatta, R. P. (2008). Environmental impacts of enhanced‐efficiency nitrogen fertilizers. Crop Management, 7(1), 1-15.

12

Pimentel, D., & Burgess, M. (2013). Soil erosion threatens food production. Agriculture, 3(3), 443-463.

13

Natural Resources Conservation Service. (2015). Sherman County NRCS Long Range Plan. United States Department of Agriculture.

14

Natural Resources Conservation Service. (2015). Sherman County NRCS Long Range Plan. United States Department of Agriculture.

15

Mote, P.W., Abatzoglou, J., Dello, K.D., Hegewisch, K., Rupp, D.E. (2019). Fourth Oregon Climate Assessment Report. Oregon Climate Change Research Institute.
Retrieved from https://www.oregon.gov/lcd/NH/Documents/Apx_9.1.21_OR_ClimateAssmtRpt4_2019_OPT.pdf

16

National Interagency Fire Center. (2021). Historical year-end fire statistics by state. Retrieved 5 June from https://www.nifc.gov/fire-information/statistics.

17

Mote, P.W., Abatzoglou, J., Dello, K.D., Hegewisch, K., Rupp, D.E. (2019). Fourth Oregon Climate Assessment Report.

18

Census of Agriculture, 2017. Table 7. National Agricultural Statistics Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture

19

Shackelford, A. (2019). Death by 1000 Cuts.

118

SECTION ENDNOTES (CONTINUED)
20

Horst, M. (2019). Changes in Farmland Ownership in Oregon, USA. Land 2019, 8, 39. Retrieved 5 June 2021 from: https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1236&context=usp_fac

21

Brekken, Christy Anderson; Gwin, Lauren; Horst, Megan; McAdams, Nellie; and Martin, Sheila A., “The Future of Oregon’s Agricultural Land” (2016). Institute of
Portland Metropolitan Studies Publications. 148. http://archives.pdx.edu/ds/psu/18499

119

RECOMMENDATIONS
McAdams Hazelnut Farm Photo credit: Shawn Linehan

120

“If you’re a family farm who’s making land payments,
which I am... you’ve got to be creative to pay a living
wage for your people and to make your land payment.”
- Trina McAlexander,
Farm Owner of Mt. View Orchards,
Hood River
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Recommendations

RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations are based upon AG’s
research and community engagement findings. AG
designed these recommendations to support OAT’s
5-year strategic conservation plan, which will guide
OAT’s land protection program from 2022 - 2026.
While all of AG’s recommendations are aimed
at advancing land protection (Goal 1 of OAT’s
Strategic Plan), a subset of recommendations
could also advance OAT’s Goal 2 Public Support
and Policy. These areas of overlap are noted within
each strategy. The timeframe was limited to actions
that we believe would be achievable in five years or
less. AG’s recommendations will be combined with
CORE GIS’s spatial analysis in order to establish
Impact Zones in the Mid-Columbia Region.
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OBJECTIVE ONE
Prioritize agricultural conservation
easement opportunities in the MidColumbia Region, and complete
agricultural conservation easement
transactions

Aerial view of an Oregon vineyard. Source: Tom Peham
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 1.1:

Develop a regionally specific approach to ValueAdded Easement Projects that improve business and
natural resource outcomes for farmers and ranchers
Opportunity
Nearly 70 percent of survey respondents indicated they were interested or might be
interested in easements, and nearly all indicated they were interested in payments
or other financial benefits for conservation practices. Easements themselves may
not provide enough financial benefit or intrinsic value to outweigh selling land to
developers in some cases, but when combined with additional services, easements
become more attractive by helping the farm operation succeed.
Additional services could include succession planning resources, business planning
resources, product promotion assistance, and natural resource land management
assistance such as improving irrigation efficiency, fire preparation and soil protection.
Landowner interest in a Value-Added Easement is directly related to the compensation
received through purchase of a conservation easement or income and estate tax
benefits.
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Strategy 1.1
Resources required

OAT staff capacity; Funding for capacity to develop innovative conservation easement terms and
approaches; Funding for landowner outreach, project development, real estate due diligence costs
and purchase price; Partnerships (THRIVE Hood River, Gorge Grown Food Network, OSU Extension,
Columbia Gorge Community College Small Business Development Center)

Target Group or
Geography

High-value farmland as identified by CORE GIS

OAT Role

Landowner outreach and relationship building, conservation easement holder, technical assistance/
education

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Easements only provide direct financial benefits to landowners. Agricultural producers and workers
who lease land may also benefit from some of these supplemental services but are not able to
obtain an easement on their own. It is important to determine whether and how similar services and
opportunities could be provided to farmers and ranchers who are not landowners.

Next Steps

Engage with partners noted above to combine services with easements. Conduct additional
research and engagement to understand what types of services would be most appropriate. Based
on AG’s initial research and outreach, all counties may benefit from land management assistance,
specifically soil protection in Sherman County (nearly 70 percent of farmland in Sherman County is
affected by erosion1), fire protection in Wasco and Sherman Counties (see Threats section - Figure
43), and irrigation in Hood River County (65 percent of irrigated cropland in Hood River County
is using outdated pumps and irrigation systems2). Hood River County, with its strong agritourism
industry, may also benefit from product promotion assistance. All three counties may benefit from
succession planning (see Threats section for more details).

125

Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 1.2

Prioritize conservation easements on farm and
ranch lands with Measure 49 authorizations

Opportunity
Ballot Measure 49 provides landowner compensation through “home site
authorizations” if a landowner can demonstrate that a land use regulation restricts
a residential use or a farm or forest practice and reduces the fair market value of
a property. Conservation easements are an advantageous tool to use to buy and
retire Measure 49 authorizations from farmers and ranchers, thereby eliminating the
development and fragmentation risks that Measure 49 authorizations pose to Oregon’s
agricultural lands.
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Strategy 1.2
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Funding for landowner outreach, project development, real estate due diligence
costs and purchase price; Agency coordination and communication (Planning Departments of Hood
River and Wasco Counties, Department of Land Conservation and Development)

Target Group or
Geography

Hood River and Wasco Counties, on lands with Measure 49 authorizations. There are currently no
Measure 49 authorizations in Sherman County.

OAT Role

Landowner outreach and relationship building, conservation easement holder.

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Prioritize properties where real estate development would disproportionately and negatively impact
non-white communities and farmers of color. For example, if a Measure 49 authorization is located
in a predominantly non-white community, prioritize placing an easement on that property to prevent
farmland fragmentation and network breakdown.

Next Steps

Develop a strong understanding of Measure 49 and the conservation opportunities associated with
it through research and discussion with DLCD. Conduct research to determine the location of farms
and ranches with Measure 49 authorizations (using the Oregon Explorer Measure 49 Analyzer map
as a starting point), as well as their respective qualities, such as size, soil type, crop type, water
access, etc. Drawing from the analysis performed by CORE GIS, generate a list of farm and ranch
operations with both Measure 49 authorizations and a high percentage of contiguous land and
water access. Develop an understanding of the impacts that Measure 49 authorizations have on the
social, cultural, and economic health of marginalized communities.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 1.3

Leverage the NRCS Agricultural Conservation Easement
Program to establish easements on agricultural
lands with contiguous acres and water rights
Opportunity
The National Resources Conservation Service, housed within the Department of
Agriculture, runs the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program, a $450 million
federal program that matches up to 50 percent of the fair market value of an
agricultural land easement. Eligible land includes cropland, rangeland, grassland,
pastureland, and nonindustrial private forest land. NRCS prioritizes land that protects
agricultural uses and maximizes contiguous acreage for agriculture. Water access and
water rights are also extremely important for agricultural viability, and prioritizing land
with these characteristics will help maximize the long-term value of NRCS-supported
easements.
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Strategy 1.3
Resources Required OAT staff capacity; Funding for landowner outreach, project development, real estate due diligence
costs and purchase price; Partnership (NRCS)

Target Group or
Geography

Farm and ranch operations with high percentages of contiguous land and water rights

OAT Role

Landowner outreach and relationship building, conservation easement holder

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - NRCS Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP)

Equity
Considerations

Prioritize properties where real estate development would disproportionately and negatively impact
non-white communities, beginning farmers, farmers of color, and mid-size farm producers.

Next Steps

Drawing from analysis performed by CORE GIS, generate a list of farm and ranch operations with
the highest percentage of contiguous high-value farmland, prime soils, and unique soils. Crossreference with analysis of county assessor records that identifies land with existing water rights to
establish a prioritized list.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 1.4

Establish language for easements that acknowledges
and allows supplemental income streams

Opportunity
Thirty-three percent of survey respondents indicated that they have enterprises on
their farm or ranch that bring in additional income, such as packaging and processing,
warehousing, on-farm sales and agritourism. OAT should design easements to allow
for these supplemental uses with restrictions (such as on size of events allowed in the
case of agritourism), in order to ensure that farm operations can maintain their financial
viability. Restrictions should minimize impacts on neighboring properties. Renewable
energy such as wind farms can also provide supplemental income while having low
impact on the agricultural land. Additionally, allowing supplemental uses in a way that
protects the land can help remove the potential for conflicts with other agencies and
plans, such as the Mid-Columbia Economic Development District’s goal to grow tourism
or Hood River County’s goal to produce 50 percent of the county‘s energy needs from
local energy sources by 2050.3
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Strategy 1.4
Resources required

OAT staff capacity; Landowner outreach and relationship building

Target Group or
Geography

Farms currently engaged in agritourism, farms located in areas of high agritourism in Hood River
County (such as orchards in the Fruit Loop), and/or are interested in wind renewable energy in
Sherman and Wasco Counties

OAT Role

Technical assistance/education, Landowner outreach and relationship building

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Supplemental income streams may provide a lifeline to small- and/or mid-sized farms that lack the
leverage to negotiate favorable prices with grocery stores and sellers. Interviewees from smaller
farm operations indicated that they have little power in the overall market and would need greater
economies of scale in order to remain viable (see Threats section for more details).

Next Steps

Analyze current zoning ordinances to understand what uses are currently allowed. Conduct
additional engagement to understand the appropriate scale for supplemental operations based on
location and context. Research the impacts of wind energy production on long-term agricultural
lands and determine if these uses can be compatible over the long run. When establishing
easements, determine which type of supplemental income streams are appropriate and ensure that
relevant language is written into the easement.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations
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OBJECTIVE TWO
Leverage existing land access
and succession planning
programs available in Oregon,
bringing them to the MidColumbia Region to support
three current farm owners
with succession planning and
support three new farmers
in securing farmland tenure

Agricultural worker moves crates of apples in a Hood
River County orchard. Source: Bob Pool
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 2.1

Develop a program for farmers who are Black, Indigenous, or
people of color (BIPOC) to purchase land with easements

Opportunity
People of color are underrepresented in the farm producer population. Establishing
easements on existing agricultural land could improve affordability for BIPOC
producers to purchase the land in the future. A program that increases the number of
BIPOC producers and owners in the region could be an attractive funding proposal,
and build upon Craft 3, AFT, and Rodell Institute financial services and loan products.
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Strategy 2.1
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Consultant or community liaison support; Funding for landowner outreach and
program development; Partnerships with culturally specific organizations (Pineros y Campesinos
Unidos del Noroeste (PCUN); Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs; The Next Door;
Immigration Counseling Services).

Target Group or
Geography

BIPOC farm producers

OAT Role

Technical assistance/education, landowner and land seeker relationship building.

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Engage BIPOC communities in the development of this program to ensure that the program meets
their needs. In other words, plan with instead of for these communities.

Next Steps

Work with a consultant or organizational partner to engage and co-create the program with BIPOC
communities.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 2.2

In collaboration with partner organizations, strengthen and
expand programming that connects retiring farmers to beginning
farmers in the Mid-Columbia Region. Partner with retiring
farmers to provide education for new and beginning farmers.
Opportunity
The farm producer population is aging, and many do not have succession plans. For
younger farmers with land access, some struggle to maintain economically viable
operations. OAT can connect retirement-age producers with younger farmers,
facilitating mutually beneficial opportunities to explore succession options and support
younger farmers as they step into producer roles. Programs could include workshops,
a library of case studies, and/or one-on-one counseling.
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Strategy 2.2
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Funding for landowner outreach, program development; Partnerships (Oregon
Farm Link, Rogue Farm Corps, East Multnomah Soil and Water Conservation District, NRCS)

Target Group or
Geography

Agriculture producers nearing retirement age and new or beginning farmers

OAT Role

Building relationships, facilitating connections between retiring producers and younger farmers,
establishing formal or quasi-formal mentorship arrangements

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Transition Incentives Program (NRCS)

Examples

East Multnomah Soil and Water Conservation District’s Headwaters Farm Incubator Program; Rogue
Farm Corps’ Changing Hands program; Oregon Farm Link

Equity Considerations

First generation farmers, farmers of color and those leasing land may benefit most from this
program and should be prioritized when considering who to engage. Consider partnerships with
organizations that work with underrepresented communities.

Next Steps

Conduct further engagement and outreach (directly and through partners) to identify producers in
need of (and interested in) assistance with succession planning in the Mid-Columbia Region. Build
relationships with other organizations including those identified above to support land seekers and
develop collaborative programming to connect land seekers with retiring producers in the region.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations
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OBJECTIVE THREE
Reduce land use conflicts

Close up of a cow. Source: Abigail Forrest
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 3.1

Strengthen relationships between neighbors who are engaging
in agricultural and non-agricultural activities on their lands

Opportunity
The Right to Farm statute protects accepted farming and ranching practices, however
it does not address actions by non-agricultural neighbors that impact farming and
ranching. AG’s community engagement revealed tensions between farmers and nonfarming neighbors, suggesting that there is an opportunity for relationship building and
educational programming. This strategy seeks to build a shared understanding of what
it means to live next to farming or ranching businesses for non-agricultural neighbors.
*This opportunity may overlap with OAT’s Programmatic Goal 2 for issue-based
communication.
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Strategy 3.1
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Partnerships (Thrive Hood River, Hood River and Wasco Soil and Water
Conservation Districts, local government agencies)

Target Group or
Geography

Hood River County and parts of Wasco County, where conflicts between farmers and ranchers and
non-agricultural neighbors are most likely due to development pressures (see Threats section Figure 42).

OAT Role

Relationship building and education

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Right to Farm statute

Equity Considerations

Target land use conflicts between farming and non-farming neighbors that are negatively impacting
farming operations and consider conflicts arising from cultural prejudices.

Examples

Hood River County Rural Living Handbook: A Resource for Country Living and Land Stewardship4

Next Steps

Engage the partners noted above to identify where land use conflicts between neighbors are most
prevalent. Conduct targeted engagement of community members in areas with high occurrences of
land use conflicts, in an effort to understand (1) strategies that would be most beneficial in building
relationships, and (2) what it means to live next to farming and ranching businesses for nonagricultural neighbors.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 3.2

Participate in public planning and collaborative decisionmaking processes that impact agriculture and the agricultural
land base in the Mid-Columbia Region to establish OAT
as a trusted community partner and problem solver
Opportunity
Agencies and organizations often lack sufficient coordination to ensure that
priorities are mutually supportive instead of working at cross-purposes. Proactive
and consistent coordination can address this challenge. OAT can work with the MidColumbia Economic Development District (MCEDD), the Gorge Commission, and local
cities and counties to ensure that economic development, recreation, and housing are
aligned with agricultural needs.
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Strategy 3.2
Resources required

Political support; Partnerships (MCEDD, the Gorge Commission, local cities and counties)

Target Group or
Geography

Small- and mid-size farms, BIPOC producers/workers

OAT Role

Relationship building and collaborative decision-making

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Zoning, “Right to Farm” statute

Equity Considerations

Small- and mid-sized agricultural producers and agricultural workers may lack the ability to
influence government decisions and priorities. BIPOC and low-income producers and workers are
often disproportionately impacted by government policies when they are not included in decisionmaking processes.

Next Steps

Develop relationships with local government agencies and organizations. Coordinate with MCEDD
to ensure economic interests align.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 3.3

Support partner organizations who advocate for the enforcement
of land use regulations in the Mid-Columbia Region

Opportunity
During AG’s engagement, a common theme was the lack of enforcement. OAT could
take a variety of approaches, including becoming an affiliate of 1000 Friends of
Oregon, identifying violation trends throughout the region, and/or providing technical
assistance to farm producers filing LCDC or LUBA complaints.
*This opportunity has strong overlap with OAT’s Programmatic Goal 2 for advocacy
work.
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Strategy 3.3
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Partnerships (1000 Friends of Oregon, state and county land use agencies)

Target Group or
Geography

Exclusive Farm Use land, high-value farmland as identified by CORE GIS

OAT Role

Technical assistance

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Zoning, 1000 Friends of Oregon

Equity Considerations

BIPOC and non-English speaking community members may be more vulnerable to enforcement
and less likely to file complaints due to mistrust of government, language inaccessibility, or fear of
retaliation.

Next Steps

Determine what role(s) OAT is best suited to play in land use regulation enforcement. Analyze
state and county records or partner with agencies to identify areas with high violations or specific
locations with high-impact violations.
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Existing Conditions
Recommendations

Strategy 3.4

Explore how renewable energy and agricultural uses can co-exist

Opportunity
Renewable energy is a priority in the region. Wind farms are a form of renewable
energy that may have little impact on the ability of agricultural land to stay in
production while providing additional income streams for producers. Solar, in some
cases, may conflict with agricultural land protection. This warrants further exploration.
Commercial power generating facilities are currently allowed as conditional uses on
EFU zoned land.
*This opportunity has strong overlap with OAT’s Programmatic Goal 2 for advocacy
work.
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Strategy 3.4
Resources Required

Political support; OAT staff capacity; Partnerships. (Community Renewable Energy Association and
American Farmland Trust); Consultant support in conducting research

Target Group or
Geography

Policymakers and farmers looking to implement renewable energy production on their land

OAT Role

Relationship building and collaborative decision-making; research

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Zoning

Equity Considerations

Small- and mid-sized farms often rely on supplemental income streams, which may include
renewable energy.

Next Steps

Evaluate precedents set in Stop the Dump Coalition v. Yamhill County (2019 Oregon Supreme Court
Case) for conditional uses on EFU land. Gather information on farmland least impacted by and
best suited for renewable energy generation. Work with policymakers to ensure commercial solar
operations are not built on nationally significant farmland and EFU zoned land (advocacy).
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Recommendations
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OBJECTIVE FOUR
Strengthen the economic
viability of farming

An agricultural worker prunes pear trees in Hood River .
Source: Bob Pool
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Recommendations

Strategy 4.1

Support opportunities to increase access to local markets

Opportunity
There is an opportunity for OAT to build meaningful relationships and facilitate contract
assistance between farm producers with mid-sized operations and local grocers,
markets, and restaurants. There is also an opportunity to advocate for increased
locally owned groceries and restaurants in designated commercial zones.
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Strategy 4.1
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity, Partnerships (Thrive, Gorge Grown Food Network)

Target Group or
Geography

Mid-sized farm operations across the Mid-Columbia Region

OAT Role

Technical assistance; Producer and seller relationship building

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Some farm producers may face increased challenges accessing markets, such as farm producers
who lease, BIPOC farm producers, and farm producers with English as a second language or limited
English proficiency.

Next Steps

Identify and engage with mid-size producers to understand the challenges they face in working
with locally owned grocers, markets, and restaurants.
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Recommendations

Strategy 4.2

Engage agricultural workers and BIPOC farm
producers in strategic conservation planning

Opportunity
Throughout our process, there was limited opportunity to engage with agricultural
workers and BIPOC farm producers. Social and economic inequities make it more
difficult for these groups to access land, markets, and participate in planning
processes. Connecting with these communities can provide additional insight into the
challenges they face and what strategies can be employed to prioritize their role in
agricultural land production.5
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Strategy 4.2
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; funding for agricultural community outreach; Partnerships

Target Group or
Geography

Agricultural workers and BIPOC farm producers across the Mid-Columbia Region

OAT Role

Relationship building and collaborative decision-making

Existing Protection
Measures?

None identified

Equity Considerations

Consider engagement strategies and partnerships that can help facilitate conversations in multiple
languages and in spaces where communities feel most comfortable.

Next Steps

Identify organizations who engage BIPOC farm producers and agricultural workers. Identify
local or county-level organizations that serve BIPOC communities. Build relationships with the
Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs Tribal Council and other Native American organizations.
Identify funding for engagement.
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Recommendations
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OBJECTIVE FIVE
Strengthen resilience
to a changing climate

Biglow Cayon Windfarm Source: Equinox Access
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Recommendations

Strategy

5.1 Evaluate how a changing climate will affect the
region’s potential for agricultural production

Opportunity
There is limited understanding of how climate change will impact agriculture and
agricultural producers. There is an opportunity to identify strategies to address the
shifting of ideal growing locations for crops, decreasing water availability, invasive
species, and wildfire risk.
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Strategy 5.1
Resources Required

Funding for consultant support; OAT staff capacity; Partnerships (OSU extension, NRCS, American
Farmland Trust, and climate advocacy groups)

Target Group or
Geography

Farmers at greatest risk of climate change impacts (e.g., areas at risk of persistent severe or
extreme drought, specific crop types, etc.)

OAT Role

Research, collaboration with partners (e.g., universities, government, non-profits, etc.)

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Oregon Climate Action Plan

Equity Considerations

The shifting of ideal growing locations for crops could displace current farmers. Local BIPOC farm
producers may not receive sufficient assistance for crop transitions or relocation if needed.

Next Steps

Identify consultants who can provide localized climate models for the region. Form partnerships
with OSU extension and NRCS to pool resources and research capacity. Research case studies of
land management in a changing climate.
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Recommendations

Strategy 5.2

Develop a technical assistance program to increase
climate resilience for agricultural producers

Opportunity
Many farmers require additional tools to increase their resilience to climate change.
OAT can address this through education and technical assistance to help farmers
increase their knowledge base and strengthen their operational infrastructure.
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Strategy 5.2
Resources Required

OAT staff capacity; Funding for landowner outreach and program development; Partnerships (OSU
extension, NRCS, local SWCD and irrigation districts, American Farmland Trust)

Target Group or
Geography

Producers at the greatest risk of climate change impacts

OAT Role

Technical assistance/education; Relationship building

Existing Protection
Measures?

Yes - Oregon Climate Action Plan

Equity Considerations

Farm producers at particularly high risk include farmers with climate-sensitive crops such as
tree fruits and berries and farmers new to sustainable land management practices. BIPOC and/or
producers who speak English as a second language may also lack access to resources available to
other groups.

Next Steps

Identify farm producers to partner with and serve as community liaisons for implementing climate
change best practices. Work with partner organizations to develop programming and identity farm
producers that would be most likely to benefit from the program. Work with SWCDs to improve
existing irrigation systems and farming practices. Help farmers identify future suitable crops for
their land.
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GLOSSARY
Agricultural worker - Also called a farmworker or referred to generally as farmers and ranchers, is a worker “employed in crop
and crop-related work.” Agricultural workers may be employed on “farms, orchards, groves, greenhouses, and nurseries that are
primarily engaged in growing crops, plants, vines, or trees and their seeds… agricultural worker may also provide “support activities
include supplying labor, aerial dusting or spraying, cotton ginning, cultivating services, farm management services, planting crops,
and vineyard cultivation services.”1
Agricultural Conservation Easement - “A voluntary agreement where the landowner sells or donates their development rights to
keep their land available for agriculture forever.”2 The easement holder is then bound to protect that land and enforce that easement
in perpetuity.
Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) - A program administered by the US Department of Agriculture’s
(USDA) Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), ACEP helps landowners, land trusts, and other entities protect, restore,
and enhance wetlands, grasslands, and working farms and ranches through conservation easements. Under the Agricultural Land
Easements component, NRCS provides financial assistance to partners for purchasing Agricultural Land Easements that protect the
agricultural use and conservation values of the land.3
Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) zoning - EFU zoning reflects the state’s agricultural land use policies by seeking to preserve agricultural
land for commercial farming and ranching. EFU zoning establishes large minimum parcel sizes to help prevent the division of farms
and ranches into smaller parcels that do not support commercial agriculture. EFU zoning also helps prevent the establishment of
uses that are not compatible with agriculture, and limits the types and intensity of other uses allowed. Land in an EFU zone that is
primarily used to make a profit from farming qualifies for reduced taxes.4
Farm owner - An individual, group of individuals, or legal entity that possesses an ownership interest in a farm operation. Examples
include sole proprietorships (individual or family), partnerships, corporations (family or stockholder), estates or trusts, associations,
and reservations, among others.5
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Farm producer - The term producer designates a person who is involved in making decisions for the farm operation. The producer
may be the owner, a member of the owner’s household, a hired manager, a tenant, a renter, or a sharecropper.6
Farm tenant - Tenants operate only land they rent from others or work on shares for others.7
Goal 3: Agricultural Lands - As defined in OAR 660-015-0000(3), the goal of Goal 3 is to preserve and maintain agricultural
lands. Agricultural lands shall be preserved and maintained for farm use, consistent with existing and future needs for agricultural
products, forest and open space, and with the state’s agricultural land use policy expressed in ORS 215.243 and 215.700.8
Land linking - Land or farm linking programs vary, but all have the basic intention of helping farmers and farmland find each
other. “Linking” services typically screen land seekers and landowners and provide contact information to the parties based on the
screening criteria. The bottom line for all farm link programs is to help beginning farmers, other farm seekers, and farmland owners
connect with each other and related resources. Example, Oregon Farm Link.9
Land trust - A charitable organization that acquires and/or stewards land or conservation easements, to achieve one or more
conservation purposes, in this case to preserve working farmland. Land trusts work cooperatively with landowners to complete real
estate transactions, sometimes purchasing property interests and sometimes accepting donations of those interests. Land trusts also
work to ensure that land previously acquired or placed under easement is properly and permanently conserved.
Measure 49 - In 2004, Oregon voters approved Ballot Measure 37, which allowed some property owners to file a claim for compensation
if land use regulations reduced their property value. In 2007, Oregon voters approved Ballot Measure 49, which modified Ballot
Measure 37 “to ensure that Oregon law provides just compensation for unfair burdens while retaining Oregon’s protections for farm
and forest uses and the state’s water resources.” Measure 49 created two types of claims, former Measure 37 claims and new Measure
49 claims.10
Migrant farmworker - A farm worker whose employment required travel that prevented the worker from returning to his/her
permanent place of residence the same day.11
Nationally Significant agricultural land - Land that is best suited for long-term cultivation and food production, based on a
methodology designed by the American Farmland Trust (AFT) to evaluate land productivity, versatility, and resiliency (PVR). AFT
incorporated feedback from a group of national experts to prioritize and weight a set of criteria to inform its PVR analysis.12
Oregon’s best farmland - Land that has productivity, versatility, and resiliency (PVR) scores above the state median, as determined
by the American Farmland Trust. These lands include nationally significant farmland.13
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Seasonal farmworker - “An individual who was actively employed in agriculture on a seasonal basis (not more than nine months
out of the survey year for some industries).”14
Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) program - Created through Measure 49, TDC programs would provide landowners
with an opportunity to obtain value from Measure 49 (M49) dwelling authorizations without the cost of construction. Development
rights may be transferred from farm, forest, or coastal lands to areas with existing residential development. Some transfers are eligible
for bonus credits, such as where property owners agree to protect the land through restrictive covenants or conservation easements. 15
Value-Added Easement Project - an easement that is implemented with other services such as succession planning resources,
business planning resources, product promotion assistance, and natural resource land management assistance. These services aim
to make easements more attractive to farmers and ranchers when the financial benefit of the easement itself may not be enough and
specifically aim to improve business and natural resources outcomes for farmers and ranchers.16
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APPENDIX A - METHODS
Research & Data Analysis
Plans and Reports
AG reviewed local, statewide, and national agriculture and conservation plans to develop an understanding of existing agricultural
resources, threats, and protection measures in the Mid-Columbia region which included the following:
•

Agricultural resources which were identified as high value farmland, predominant crop types, water, soil, and climatic conditions.

•

Agricultural threats which encompassed equity, land conversion, land use conflicts, transitioning ownership, economic pressures,
regulatory dynamics, culture, renewable energy production, and climate change.

•

Existing protection measures which included non-land trust strategies planned or already in place within the Mid-Columbia focus
area such as state and local zoning, as well as voluntary conservation programs through watershed councils and soil and water
conservation districts.

Local resources were prioritized, while state and national resources were used to fill research gaps. For a resource to be considered
local, a focus area within Wasco, Sherman, or Hood River counties was required. We reviewed a total of ten local resources spread
across the three counties. We also reviewed a total of four national and five statewide plans/reports.
While these resources were able to cover most aspects of the aforementioned topics, eight plans and reports not directly related to
agriculture or conservation were also used to fill specific gaps in research. AG identified economic pressures, regulatory dynamics,
renewable energy production, and climate change as agricultural threats needing additional research. To best address this need, AG
reviewed local economic development plans, local land use and development ordinances, a local energy plan, and the Fourth Oregon
Climate Assessment Report. AG also reviewed local land use and development ordinances for all three counties in order to better
understand existing protection measures.
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Equity in agriculture
The materials gathered to inform equity came primarily from three areas of study: (1) equity from a general planning perspective,
(2) equity as it relates to agriculture and conservation, and (3) the history of inequity in the Mid-Columbia study area. The compiled
resources were used to guide and inform AG’s creation of an equity lens built specifically for the purposes of this report.
AG used resources from academic institutions, government organizations, non-profits, and non-governmental organizations to identify
large scale equity concerns and societal barriers of achieving equity. These resources also provided examples of how to incorporate
equity in the planning process. Given the existing shortage of equity lenses in agriculture and land conservation, AG looked for
non-agriculture examples. The structure of AG’s equity lens was largely inspired by Multnomah County’s Equity and Empowerment
lens and The Nonprofit Association of Oregon’s Equity and Inclusion Lens Guide. Multnomah County divides their lens into four
distinct sections of questions. These sections are people, place, process, and power. AG chose to incorporate this approach with the
addition of a fifth section, intergenerational, given its relevance to agriculture and land conservation.
AG gathered resources from land, conservation, or agricultural trusts as well as other relevant resources such as academic journal
articles to develop an understanding of the current state of equity in agriculture and land conservation. These resources helped us
identify the largest equity concerns and societal barriers faced by BIPOC, young, low-income, and female farmers. Identifying these
concerns and barriers informed AG’s development of equity-based questions intended to guide and evaluate our work.
In order to understand the complexities of equity as it relates to agriculture and land conservation in the Mid-Columbia study area,
it’s critical to understand the area’s history of land access. AG compiled several resources documenting oppressive federal and local
policies throughout history which heavily excluded BIPOC communities from obtaining and maintaining land access in the MidColumbia. These resources were used to create a historical timeline of selected inequitable policies impacting land ownership and
access.
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AG’s equity framework was divided into five sections:
1. Equity statement covering our team’s positionality, commitment to equity, limitations, and the importance of leading with race.
2. Goals for the equity framework.
3. Overview of the importance of equity within agriculture and conservation planning answering the question of why equity should
be central in our work.
4. Definitions of key vocabulary commonly used when discussing topics related to equity.
5. Equity based questions to guide and evaluate our work divided into people, place, process, power, and intergenerational sections
inspired by Multnomah County.
As mentioned above, these questions were informed through identifying equity concerns and societal barriers from relevant materials.

Quantitative Data Analysis
Data analysis and visualization was performed on data gathered from:
1. American Community Survey (ACS)
2. Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD)
3. The Census of Agriculture
4. The Counties of Hood River, Sherman, and Wasco
5. The State of Oregon
6. American Farmland Trust;
7. The U.S. Geological Survey
8. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
9. The National Resource Ecology Lab
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10. Oregon Conservation Strategy
The ACS 2019 five-year estimates were used to gather the following demographic data: race/ethnicity, total population, age, gender,
and income. These variables were gathered to inform the existing conditions of the focus area and were compared with data gathered
from our two other primary sources. The strength of the ACS five-year estimates is its ability to provide the timeliest demographic
data available. Unlike the decennial census, ACS data is collected every year by professional full time staff and made available one
year later. The limitations of the ACS are that it provides estimates. While the decennial census provides a physical count of the entire
population; the ACS collects data from a sample of the total population and then extrapolates this data to provide estimates.
The 2018 LEHD was used to gather employment data on the following variables: total employment, employment by sector, workforce
by race, commute patterns, and distance and direction traveled to work. These variables were gathered to inform AG on the existing
workforce conditions of the region and establish how much of the focus areas workforce is involved with agriculture. The strength of
the LEHD is its ability to provide localized labor market and workforce spatial distribution data. The LEHD also has some limitations.
Data is collected on all jobs covered by unemployment insurance and select federal government jobs. This means self-employed
individuals and federal employees working in defense-related agencies are excluded from the data. There is also some uncertainty
involved with geocoding jobs to census blocks. Jobs where workers are in the field routinely rotating from one location to another are
geolocated to their company’s office.
AG utilized the 1997, 2002, 2007, 2012, and 2017 Census of Agriculture to gather the following variables: race, age, and gender
of farm producers, farm ownership rates, years spent on present farm operation, migrant and seasonal hired labor, total number or
farms, total farm acres, farm size (average and median), harvest area, market value of sold products, total value of farm operations
and agricultural land, farm expenses, and net income per farm. These variables were gathered to inform AG on the current trends in
agricultural land, market dynamics, and demographics. The data was also utilized to perform comparisons between farm producer
demographics and demographics of the general population. The strength of the Census of Agriculture is its ability to provide a
variety of important variables on agriculture every five years. It aims to be a complete count of all farms and ranches who produce or
normally produce at least $1,000 of agricultural products during the census year. The census of agriculture is sent by mail and accepts
responses by mail or online. Limitations include under-coverage (those not reached in the original mailing), nonresponse (those
who receive the census and do not respond), misclassification (whether a piece of land is correctly classified as a farm), and lack of
farmworker demographics. The National Agricultural Statistics Service uses statistical methodology to account for these limitations.
Other sources provided more specific data related to land management, natural resources and threats to agricultural lands. For
example, AG relied on zoning and tax parcel data from the state of Oregon and the three regional counties, respectively. The
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American Farmland Trust provided geospatial data for nationally significant farmland areas. The U.S. Geological Survey supplied
land cover data, helping AG calculate overall farmland loss since 2001. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service provided habitat data. The
National Resource Ecology Lab supplied a model that identified areas at risk of development. And the Oregon Conservation Strategy
provided ecological information and data about the broader Mid-Columbia region.

Community Engagement Methods
Survey Outreach and Development
Outreach for the survey was conducted by OAT through emails to partnered organizations. We developed an outreach blurb that
paired a short description of the survey in combination with the survey link. The blurb was shared by two organizations in their
monthly email newsletter, two organizations on their social media sites, and six organizations to their internal network (such as staff
and board members) and external network (partnering organizations and clientele). A week before closing, a final outreach push was
conducted by emailing remaining partnering organizations as well as a reminder to those who had previously circulated the blurb.
We revised the survey twice in collaboration with OAT to better suit the population and geographic context of the Mid-Columbia
region and align with OAT’s Strategic Conservation planning goals. The following is a list of all survey questions as they appeared
on the survey.
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Agricultural Community Values
Assessment
Questions for All
What language would you like to take
this survey in?
•

English

•

Spanish/Espanol

Are you the principal operator of a farm
or ranch business?
•

Yes

•

No

•

In what region(s) do you work? (Check
all that apply)

Questions for Farm/Ranch Owners &
Operators

•

Your Land

•

•

•

Do you work as a farmer or rancher?
•

Yes

•

Farmer

•

Rancher

•

No

Do you work for a business or
organization that works with farmers
and ranchers, e.g. packer, buyer,
advocacy organization, etc.?
•

Yes

No

North Coast - Clatsop, Columbia,
Tillamook, or Lincoln Counties
North
Willamette
Valley
Washington, Multnomah, Yamhill,
or Clackamas Counties
Mid/South Willamette Valley Marion, Polk, Benton, Linn or Lane
Counties
Southwest Oregon and Coast Douglas, Coos, Curry, Josephine, or
Jackson Counties

•

Columbia River Gorge - Hood River,
Wasco, or Sherman Counties

•

Central Oregon - Jefferson, Crook,
Deschutes, or Klamath Counties

•

Northeast Oregon - Gilliam,
Morrow, Umatilla, Union, Wallowa,
Wheeler, Grant, or Baker Counties

How much agricultural land do you
own? (Optional)
•

None

•

1-9 acres

•

10-49 acres

•

50-179 acres

•

180-499 acres

•

500-999 acres

•

1,000-1,999 acres

•

2,000-9,999 acres

•

Over 10,000 acres

How much agricultural land do you
lease? (Optional)
•

None

•

Southeast Oregon - Lake, Harney,
or Malheur Counties

•

1-9 acres

•

Other states

•

10-49 acres
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•

50-179 acres

land that you lease?

•

180-499 acres

•

Yes

•

500-999 acres

•

Maybe

•

1,000-1,999 acres

•

No

•

2,000-9,999

•

Other (please explain)

•

Over 10,000 acres

Do you wish to own more agricultural
land generally?

Your Business

•

Yes

If leasing, how long is/are your current
lease(s)?

infrastructure
improvements

and

making

•

Projected capacity of the land to
generate income

•

Other (explain)

•

Annual

•

Maybe

In the last 5 years, what are the top 5
dedicated uses on the farm/ranch by
acreage?

•

2-3 year

•

No

•

Pasture

•

4-10 year

•

I don’t know/uncertain

•

Hay

•

10+ year

•

Row crops/small grains/corn

•

Other (please explain)

Which factors affecting agricultural
land affordability are the most important
to you? (Rank the following from most
important to least important.)

•

Seed production

•

Nursery stock/flower and landscape
plants

•

Orchard fruit or nuts

•

Small fruits

•

Vegetables/herbs

•

Vineyard

•

Fallow/Cover crop

If leasing, would you prefer to have a
longer lease period?

•

Purchase price of land

•

Yes

•

Size of the mortgage

•

Maybe

•

My down payment capacity

•

No

•

•

Other (please explain)

Interest rate and other financing
terms

Would you prefer to own more of the
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•

Expense of building or repairing

•

Wetland, water bodies, or riparian
area

•

Forest pasture

•

Forest not pastured

•

Other (explain)

•

Other agritourism

•

I do not have additional enterprises
on my farm

•

Other (explain)

•

Have you identified potential
successors who will eventually
take over the ownership and/or
management of your farm or ranch?

•

Yes

•

No

Does your farm or ranch have any of
the following enterprises that bring in
additional income? (check all that apply)

Succession Planning

If yes, who are your successors?

•

At what age do you plan to retire?

•

Child/children

Packing and basic cleaning/processing

•

Under 65

•

Other family member

•

Warehousing

•

65-69

•

Non-family member

•

Value-added processing

•

70-74

•

Other (please explain)

•

Solar energy

•

75-79

•

Wind energy

•

80+

What do you plan on doing with your
land after you are done working?

•

Microhydro

•

Never

•

Gift

•

Carbon credits

•

I don’t know/ uncertain

•

Sell

•

U-pick

Does your farm/ranch business have a
succession or transition plan?

•

Lease

•

On-farm sales

•

Giving through a will or estate
planning

•

Community gatherings

•

Educational experiences

•

Event venues

•

Yes - complete

•

Working on it

•

Live on it without farming it

•

No

•

I don’t know/uncertain

•

I don’t know/uncertain

•

Other (explain)
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(Open)

terms?

Conservation Easements

•

•

Yes

Are you familiar with conservation
easements?

If not, would you consider permanently
preventing residential or commercial
development of your land in exchange
for a cash payment and/or tax benefits
(a.k.a. conveying an agricultural or
working land conservation easement)?

•

Maybe

•

No

•

Other (please explain)

•

Yes

•

Maybe

What are the biggest challenges you
face in your business as an agricultural
producer?

No

•

Yes

•

No

Other (please explain)
Are you familiar with agricultural or
working land conservation easements?

No

•

Yes

•

•

No

Other (please explain)

•

Other (please explain)

Would you consider donating ownership
of your property (fee title) if you knew it
would stay in agriculture forever?

What is your opinion of agricultural or
working land conservation easements?
(Open - Optional)

•

Yes

•

Maybe

Is there a conservation easement on the
land you own or lease?

•

No

•

Would you consider engaging in
activities aimed at improving water
quality or wildlife habitat in exchange
for cash payments or beneficial financing

Yes

If yes, what are the pros and cons of
having a conservation easement on the
land? Comment on your experience
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Other (please explain)

Open-Ended

What are the biggest challenges to
agriculture in your region?
How would you recommend increasing
the viability of agriculture in your
region (e.g. land protection, economic
incentives, state laws, access to
equipment, networking, increased
marketing opportunities, etc.)?
What is your perspective on climate
change and carbon sequestration? Has
your perspective affected your farming/
ranching practices?
Is there anything else that you’d like to
share?

Questions for Agricultural
Workers
How long
agriculture?

have

you

worked

in

•

On-farm

•

Accessing financing for equipment
and infrastructure

•

Less than a mile

•

1-5 miles

•

Accessing financing for operating
expenses

•

6-10 miles

•

Navigating regulations

•

11-20 miles

•

•

Over 20 miles

Accessing
products

•

Other (please explain)

•

No

•

Less than 5 years

•

6 - 10 years

•

11 - 20 years

Are you interested in operating your
own farm or ranch?

•

Over 20 years

•

to

sell

my

Yes

Is farming/ranching a full-time (+/- 40
hours a week) job for you?

If so, what are the biggest challenges for
you? (check all that apply)

•

Yes

•

Knowing how to start the process

•

No

•

•

Other (explain)

Seeing examples of people like me
who’ve started a farm/ranch

Is farming/ranching a year-round job
for you?

•

Business planning

•

Finding suitable land to lease

Yes

•

Finding suitable land to purchase

•

No

•

•

Other (explain)

Affording
the
agricultural land

•

Accessing financing for land

How far do you live from the farm or
ranch where you currently work?

markets

purchase

of
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Questions for All
General
To what extent do you agree with the following statements

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
Agree

My farm/ farm work/ organization contributes to the
economy
My farm/ farm work/ organization contributes to the
community
Farms must be conserved and protected
The agricultural industry in my community is stable or
growing
Farmers in my area are highly dependent on farm service
providers or processing facilities
The high cost of farmland in the Gorge threatens the
viability of farming
My farm/ farm work/ organization is strictly business to me
The agricultural industry in my community will grow in
the next 5 years.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

-

1

2

3

4

5

-

1

2

3

4

5

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

I am concerned with changing climatic conditions as it
1
relates to farming in my area.
I am concerned about access to an adequate water supply as 1
it relates to farming in my area
I account for wildlife species in the management of
1
operation.

2

3

4

5

-

2

3

4

5

-

2

3

4

5
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Not sure

What are the barriers that you see to
farmland succession in your case and/or
the community at large? (Open)

•

What are the most significant farm
service providers or processing facilities
in your area? (Open)

•

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Demographic Questions (optional)

•

Middle Eastern

•

What is your age?

•

White

•

Under 35

•

Other

•

36 - 45

How many years have you been farming?

•

46 - 55

•

Less than 5 years

•

56 - 65

•

6 - 10 years

Farmer organizations (i.e. RI Farm
Bureau, RINLA)

•

Over 65

•

11 - 20 years

What is your gender?

•

Over 20 years

•

Nonprofits/community groups

•

Male

•

Government agencies

•

Female

In what zip code(s) are you located?
(Open) (Optional)

•

Colleges/universities

•

Transgender

•

Neighbors/other farmers

•

Nonbinary

•

Other (explain)

•

Other

Access to Information
Who do you turn to for advice and
resources (mark all that apply)
•

What is the best way to share information
with you? (mark all that apply)
•

Website

•

Site visit to farm

•

Seminars/workshops

•

Mailings

Other (explain)

What is your race? (Check all that apply)
•

American Indian/Alaskan Native

•

Asian

•

Black/African American

•

Hispanic/Latinx
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Key Informant Interviews Outreach and Development
AG and OAT identified interviewees in two ways: (1) Farm and ranch owners who indicated their interest in being interviewed as a
survey response (some had an existing relationship with OAT and some did not) and (2) through additional outreach via email to farm
owners who OAT did not have an existing relationship with and who did not complete the survey. This additional outreach primarily
focused on agricultural producers with farm operations not previously represented and farm owners of color.
We developed guidelines that included a question prioritization hierarchy to create consistency between interviews as multiple team
members were responsible for conducting interviews. Priority questions were ones that were needed for context of responses or were
most important to discover the interests and needs around natural resources and agricultural land conservation. Second priority
questions were those that provided additional information about needs of specific groups and context around experiences. Other
questions were added to ask if time permits. These guidelines and all questions went through two revisions in collaboration with OAT.

Guidelines for Farm Owner Interviews
Arranging the Interview

Emails reaching out to community members for participation and for further
scheduling will include all relevant OAT and AG project team members
When scheduling, must confirm:
Name
Format preference (Phone or Zoom)
Time
Date
Availability for time frame of interview (15 to 30 minutes)
Email for possible reminder 2 days ahead
AG will assign a facilitator and possible notetaker
Facilitator will add the interview to the project timeline
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Conducting the Interview

Facilitators should choose a quiet location to conduct the interview - away from most
distractions or noise
Confirm permission to record the phone call or Zoom session and prepare for notes
(alternatively another AG team member may be present as a notetaker)
Facilitators introduce themselves, OAT introduces themselves, and then provide
small brief of project
Confirm understanding of purpose of the interview and how responses will be used
Allow space for any questions
Ask interview questions to prompt discussions
Bold underline = Priority question
Bold = 2nd priority question

Closing the Interview

Regular = Ask if time permits
Thank community member for participating
Stop the recording
Discuss reaching out over permission to use quotes in final report
Ask participant if they would have any photos of their operation they would like to
submit to us to use in our report
NOTE: Photos will be accompanied by captions. Ask if it is okay if we caption with
the name of the operation OR the name of the county

After the interview

Provide email address where they can send information
Review recording and notes
Transcribe the interview right after conclusion (if possible) or within 48 hrs
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Questions for Farm Owner Interviews
Introduction

Facilitators introduce themselves and OAT
Ask the farm owner to describe their farm operations
Location, size, production, generations/years in operation

Topic 1: Threats

What are some of the biggest threats to the financial viability of your operation?
What are some of the biggest threats to agriculture in your region?
Particularly to the agricultural landbase?
Is development a threat to agricultural land? Commercial or residential?
Where geographically in your region do you see the greatest threats to agriculture
and agricultural land?
Are certain types of farmers in your region at greater risk from these threats to
agriculture and agricultural land?
What are some challenges that farmers that experience social disadvantages (they’re
new to farming, young, BIPOC, LGBTQ+) in particular may face in entering
farming?
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Topic 2: Ag Land Protection

Should farmland be protected in the Columbia Gorge? Why? If so, what lands should
be prioritized for protection? .
What do you think of when you hear the term “conservation easement”?
What information or resources would be helpful in understanding your options for
land protection?
Describe any planning you have done for transition or succession of your farmland
What are some obstacles to succession planning that you face?
What resources or information did you find useful?
What resources or information do you wish you and your peers had?
What qualities/experiences do you look for in a successor (e.g. family vs non-family,
beginning vs experienced farmer). Feel free to elaborate on how you identified and
prepare your successor.
What is your experience with some of the challenges that come with buying, selling,
or leasing farmland?
Are you looking to buy, sell, or lease land in the future? What factors contribute to
this decision?
What questions haven’t we asked that we should be asking?
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Closing

Thank them for their time and for participating.
Obtain address they would like gift card sent to and provide contact they can reach
out to if haven’t received card by certain date.
Ask for permission to share quotes in report
Ask if they have any photos of their operation they would be interested in submitting
to us to include in the report (due to COVID)
Address any questions or concerns they have - especially concerning what will be
done with their responses

Focus Group
Initial informal outreach was done during survey distribution with organizations that hold primary roles in the Mid-Columbia
agricultural community. A second, more formal phase of outreach was conducted to these primary organizations and local government
agencies that represent all three counties of the Mid-Columbia. Originally, two focus groups were to be held with approximately five
to eight participants each but due to the stress of COVID, time of year, and lack of incentive the strategy was changed to hold one
focus group session with four participants. Due to the more intimate nature of the focus group, we decided to forego the use of an
interactive response tool via Menti and instead orient topic categories with the Zoom chat.
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Focus Group Questions
Topic

Questions

Threats

What are some current concerns or challenges of farm and ranch owners? (open
ended/word cloud)
What are the greatest challenges that the agricultural community will be facing over
the next 5-10 years?
Access to water,
Climate change
Land (access, development)
Income fluctuations
Cost of operations
How do you foresee land use patterns and population growth interacting with
agricultural lands and that community within the next 5-10 years?
What challenges do new, young, or socially disadvantaged farmers experience when
starting an operation? When accessing land?
Are there water resources limitations, or do you foresee potential limitations, that
threaten the viability of agriculture in your area?
What environmental regulations, including species and wildlife regulations, create
particular challenges for producers?
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Ag Land Protection

Where geographically in your region do you see the greatest threats to agriculture
and agricultural land?
Are certain types of farmers in your region at greater risk from these threats to
agriculture and agricultural land?
What perceptions around land protection exist in the agricultural community?
How do differences in language and communications affect perceptions?
Why do some of these perceptions exist and what are some of the feelings around
them?
How would you recommend OAT prioritize what lands to protect?
How would you recommend OAT prioritize what producers to work with?
What is the status of succession planning for the producers you work with??
Are you concerned about the future of the producers you work with?
What percentage of producers have identified successors?
How are producers with successors finding them, e.g. family, employee, community,
etc.
What producers are likely to need farmland protection support?
What producers, without assistance of services discussed, are most likely to exit
farming? How can OAT best reach these folks?
Are there barriers to reaching all or some of these producers?
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Community Resources

What does “resources” mean to the agricultural community?
What important resources (natural resources, federal/state/local programs, social
aspects of community, information access, etc.) does the community need to maintain
their farming operations?
What are some resources that exist or could potentially exist to support these
operations not just to maintain but to thrive?
What resources exist for those that are struggling to physically or financially maintain
their farming operation?
How do farmers and ranchers interact with the Columbia Gorge community at large?
How/where they sell products, advertisements, outreach, education, etc.
How and where do farm and ranch owners access important information?
How does this differ based on the kind of information?
What barriers or possible inequities prevent some from accessing information?
What additional resources and information channels would be helpful for producers?
Are there sufficient resources in your area for:
Succession planning
Land protection

Closing

Other needs, e.g. farm viability
What questions haven’t we asked that we should be asking?
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Ag Land Protection

Where geographically in your region do you see the greatest threats to agriculture
and agricultural land? Are certain types of farmers in your region at greater risk from
these threats to agriculture and agricultural land?
What perceptions around land protection exist in the agricultural community?
How do differences in language and communications affect perceptions?
Why do some of these perceptions exist and what are some of the feelings around
them?
How would you recommend OAT prioritize what lands to protect?
How would you recommend OAT prioritize what producers to work with?
What is the status of succession planning for the producers you work with??
Are you concerned about the future of the producers you work with?
What percentage of producers have identified successors?
How are producers with successors finding them, e.g. family, employee, community,
etc.
What producers are likely to need farmland protection support?
What producers, without assistance of services discussed, are most likely to exit
farming? How can OAT best reach these folks?
Are there barriers to reaching all or some of these producers?
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Community Resources

What does “resources” mean to the agricultural community?
What important resources (natural resources, federal/state/local programs, social
aspects of community, information access, etc.) does the community need to maintain
their farming operations?
What are some resources that exist or could potentially exist to support these
operations not just to maintain but to thrive?
What resources exist for those that are struggling to physically or financially maintain
their farming operation?
How do farmers and ranchers interact with the Columbia Gorge community at large?
How/where they sell products, advertisements, outreach, education, etc.
How and where do farm and ranch owners access important information?
How does this differ based on the kind of information?
What barriers or possible inequities prevent some from accessing information?
What additional resources and information channels would be helpful for producers?
Are there sufficient resources in your area for:
Succession planning
Land protection

Closing

Other needs, e.g. farm viability
What questions haven’t we asked that we should be asking?
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APPENDIX B - SURVEY RESULTS
Key takeaways
•

Land value and potential profitability are the biggest issues affecting affordability

•

Most succession plans involve children/family

•

Very few plan to live on the farm without farming (after retirement)

•

Roughly half of respondents were familiar with easements

•

Costs, regulation, labor, and agritourism were cited as the biggest challenges

•

Most want to see ag lands stay ag (and protected)

•

Strong sense of pride in agricultural work — feelings of contributing to the economy
and contributing to the community

•

Two-thirds think the high cost of land threatens agriculture viability into the future

•

Half think that agriculture lands are under pressure to convert to non-agriculture
uses

•

Just under half are concerned with climate and access to water
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Figure 45

What factors affecting land affordability are most important to you?

Purchase price of land

52%

Projected capacity of the land to
generate income
Interest rate and other financing terms
Expense of building or reparing
infrastructure
My downpayment capacity
Size of mortgage

43%

43%
10%
5%

10%
14%

14%

29%

19%

5% 5%

2

3

14%
19%

4

5

14%
10%

19%

14%

38%

5%
29%

24%

33%

10%

1 - Most Important

38%

5%

19%
29%

19%

14%

6 - Least Important
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Figure 46
Does your farm/ranch have any of the following enterprises that bring
in additional income?

Percent of Respondents

70%
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60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Value-added
processing

On-farm
sales

Packing and Warehousing
Other
basic
agritourism
processing

U-pick

None

Figure 47

Are you familiar with conservation easements?

Yes

48%
52%

Figure 48

No

Do you have an easement on your land?

20
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
No

Yes
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Figure 49
What is your opinion of agricultural or working land conservation
easements? (By number of responses)
Response

Total
Responses

Don’t like them

3

In favor

1

Can be beneficial

1

Intrigued

1

Would rather strengthen and enforce land use rules

1

Important that the land stays as is without
development

1

Conservation easements address a relatively small
issue

1

Figure 50
Would you consider donating ownership of your property (fee title) if
you knew it would stay in agriculture forever? (n = 21)
Response

Yes

Total
Responses

1

Maybe

10

No

10
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Figure 51

24%

Does your farm or ranch have a succession or transition plan?

33%

Yes - complete
Working on it
No

43%

Figure 52

If yes, who have you identified as your successor?

Child/children

17%

Other family member

11%

Non-family member
72%

195

Figure 53
What are the biggest challenges you face in your business as an
agricultural producer?
Costs
Regulation / bureaucratic requirements
Labor (access or cost)
Revenue / profitability
Agritourism
Land values
Non-farm uses nearby
Politics
Low prices
Climate change
Bank financing
0%
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5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Figure 54

What are the biggest challenges to agriculture in your region?
Labor
Regulation

Profitability / low returns / low prices
Agritourism
High land values
Low prices
Politics
Lack of land
Climate change / wildfire
Rising costs
Non-farm uses in farm zone
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%
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Figure 55

Agree/disagree questions

My farm or ranch/ farm work/ agricultural organization
contributes to the economy
Agricultural lands must stay in production and be protected
My farm or ranch/ farm work/ agricultural organization
contributes to the community
The high cost of agricultural land in my region threatens the
viability of agriculture
Agricultural land in my community faces pressure of conversion
to other uses
I am concerned by the impacts of changing climatic conditions on
agriculture in my area
I am concerned about access to adequate water supply for
agriculture in my area
I am confident that my farm or ranch will be viable for the next 10
years
High value soils are scarce in my agricultural region
My farm or ranch/ farm work/ agricultural organization is just
business to me
I account for wildlife species in the management of my operation
The agricultural industry in my community will grow in the next 5
years
0%

5 Strongly Agree
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4 Agree

3 Neutral

20%

40%

2 Disagree

60%

80%

1 Strongly Disagree

100%

Figure 56

Who do you turn to for advice and resources?

Neighbors/ other farmers
Farmer organizations
Colleges / universities
Ag newspapers
Other nonprofits / community groups
Govt agencies
Chemical / packing house fieldmen
Consultants
Ag product distributors
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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